
        
            [image: Cover]
        


Shadows of an Empire

 

Books 5 - 7:

Caged Earth

Whisper in the Wood

Iron Will

 

N E Riggs


 

Omnibus copyright © 2020 N E Riggs



All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



N E Riggs

NRiggs0@gmail.com

NERiggs.com

 

FirstCityBooks.BlogSpot.com

 

Illustrator: Seth Pargin

SethPargin@hotmail.com

SethPargin.com

 

Editor: Angela Campbell

AddictedtoReviews@outlook.com

AddictedtoReviews.wordpress.com


[image:  ]


[image:  ]


 

 

 

 

1

Watching Shadows

 

Nikilaus slumped against Katlen, letting her help him back to his room in Pasenkeep. Guards surrounded him, often glancing at him in worry, but none said anything. Doubtless, they wondered what had happened in the blue room. Nikilaus pressed his lips together. He’d seen it all, and he still wondered what had happened in the blue room.

His limbs felt weak. Was he still recovering from the paralysis, or was it the injuries? Perhaps he was only tired. Whatever it was, it annoyed him, and he couldn’t wait for it to pass.

When they finally reached his room and left the guards behind, Nikilaus let out a loud breath. He and Katlen stumbled towards his bed, and it was a wonder they made it there without falling. Katlen helped him tug off his weapons and boots, then they both stretched out on the bed together. Nikilaus put his hands around Katlen’s hips, holding her close and smelling her hair.

A thin scar stood on the side of Katlen’s neck. Nikilaus pressed a kiss to it, and Katlen shivered. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”

“No, I’m fine. He barely broke the skin.”

“That isn’t what I meant.” Nikilaus shook his head. “You could have died. I almost lost you. Aren’t you afraid? Aren’t you mad that I didn’t punish the diemthe?” By the end, Nikilaus realized he was shouting. He clapped his lips shut, not wanting to worry the guards beyond the door.

Katlen pulled back, just enough that she could see him. She ran a hand through his curls, her touch so gentle. “Of course I’m afraid. I’ve been working with a diemthe for days, I’ve been surrounded by diemthe for days, and I didn’t know about it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I understand why you didn’t say anything. If I had known… Well, I don’t think I’d have said anything either.”

“Then… you trust Banof?” He couldn’t believe that.

“I didn’t say that.” Katlen stared up at the ceiling. “I understand why you allied yourself with him. He’s useful. He knows everything about the rabets and the empire, and he knows more about fighting than you do. More than any of our generals. I worked with him enough to realize how skilled he was. No one who worked in the Giramite army could be that knowledgeable, know more than we did.”

That had been Illera’s lie, the excuse for Banof’s knowledge. Nikilaus couldn’t help but grin. Katlen was nothing if not patriotic. She might not know much about the Giramites, but she couldn’t believe them better than the Twin Sunners. From what Nikilaus had seen, she was right in that belief. Giram hadn’t fought the rabets as the Twin Sun Kingdoms had. Of course, they didn’t know as much. No amount of theory could compare with actual experience in battle. He knew that now.

“And the other two?” He didn’t name them.

“I’m sure they’ll be as useful as Ban. As Banof.” Katlen bit her lip for a moment. “If the circle will keep them loyal, I can’t object. We need as many allies as we can get for this war.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“I know.” Katlen wouldn’t look at him.

Suppressing a sigh, Nikilaus pulled her close again. He couldn’t force her to like the situation. She didn’t trust Riol and Azeha. Nikilaus didn’t trust them either, and he was the one who told them to stay. How Katlen could accept even this much after Riol threatened to kill her, Nikilaus couldn’t imagine.

“You’re amazing.” He’d always known that. From the day he first met her, he knew that Katlen was intelligent and caring and capable. No one loved Paserad the way she did. When Nikilaus took over control of the city from her father, she could have left, gone to Greenfield with the rest of her family. She worried too much about Paserad to leave it. In the two years that Nikilaus was here, Katlen had done far more for Paserad than he had. Perhaps he fought the wars and saved Paserad from the thirty-first, but Katlen kept the city together on a daily basis. She saw that the people were happy and prosperous and safe. She listened to their concerns and soothed their fears and worked hard to keep them content.

Paserad was blessed by the spirits to have Katlen. So was Nikilaus.

“I love you.”

Her hand brushed through his hair again. “I love you, too.”

“In Relerio, I looked at many women.” He hadn’t meant to say that, but it just slipped out. The days had been long, and he missed Katlen keenly. There were plenty of pretty women in Relerio, fascinated by the foreign prince come to save them. He even kissed one or two.

“That’s fine. You never do anything else.”

The kisses weighed heavy in his mind, but he didn’t mention them. Just as he never asked Katlen about her lovers, past or present. He didn’t think she had any women she regularly took to bed anymore. He hoped she didn’t.

“If you took a lover when away, I wouldn’t complain,” she said softly.

“I don’t care for men. Not like that. You know that.” Sometimes, he wished he did. It could be lonely, having only one lover. As it was, he probably shouldn’t bed Katlen since they weren’t even engaged, but neither could he resist her. Anyway, he would marry her one day, assuming his father gave him permission. He cupped her face between his hands.

“A prince doesn’t have to be lonely.” Since she couldn’t look away, she had her eyes closed.

Nikilaus let her go, his stomach suddenly painful. The men of his family were rarely lonely, it was true. His brother had a string of men in Greenfield — and a few women too, if the rumors Nikilaus heard were true. His father had entertained a number of lovers over the years. The same was true of Nikilaus’s uncles and cousins and grandfathers and so on. At sixteen, his father even explained it all to him and Nithanael.

‘You will marry one woman and one woman only,’ he told them, holding them close in a way he hadn’t since they were children. ‘It will be a woman of noble blood, perhaps from Twin Sun Plain, perhaps from Twin Sun River. She will be kind and intelligent and beautiful, and you will love her. You will have children with her, and she will help you rule. A wife has many duties, my sons, and your wives will understand that. You will love each other, but you will not always desire one another. All women will desire you, but you must not let them sway you. Take only other men to your beds.’

‘What if I really want other women? There are ways to ensure there are no children,’ Nithanael said. At sixteen, he’d had many strong opinions.

Viktur smiled and shook his head. ‘It is good for you to desire your wife. If you fancy her more than any other woman, that’s even better. But you will desire other women, too. You will not take a mistress, no matter how sure you are that she will not become pregnant. There must be no questions in the line of succession. As for your male lovers, keep them quiet, away from your wife. She will know you have lovers, but you mustn’t parade them in front of her. She is your partner, remember, and the mother of your children. You must honor her, so keep your lovers away from her.’

After that talk, Nikilaus flirted with a number of women in Landwater. There were many beautiful women in the capital, and they all seemed eager for him. He did no more than flirt, since he was an obedient son, but he loved having lovely women nearby. At first, Nithanael refused to engage with anyone, because he was determined to love only his wife. Then, Nikilaus met twins from Lakebreeze in Twin Sun River. How was that not perfect? It didn’t take long for Nithanael to agree with him, and they spent almost a month with the twins. Though he never asked, Nikilaus was fairly sure Nithanael had sex with one of the twins. After that, Nithanael let the pretty young men of Landwater take his fancy. Those, he took to bed openly.

Since coming to Paserad, Nikilaus chatted with many of the women. Though the court here was smaller than the one in Landwater, it didn’t lack for lovely young women who smiled and fluttered their lashes at him. His first month here, he stole kisses from many of them.

Katlen caught his attention in a way the other women didn’t. She didn’t lack in beauty, but she didn’t flirt the way the others did. She was only concerned about Paserad and what Nikilaus could do to help the city and its people. Because of that, she fascinated Nikilaus in a way no woman before her had.

Soon he rarely noticed the other women, too distracted by Katlen and trying to understand her. Soon, he wanted to make her like him.

Eventually, he did win her over. He learned to love Paserad, and with Paserad came Katlen. Nikilaus never regretted that. Even when Illera appeared, even more fascinating that Katlen, he couldn’t give Katlen up. Illera couldn’t be his wife: she was lianthe. They couldn’t have children together. Anyway, much as Nikilaus had flirted at first, he never felt about Illera the way he did about Katlen. Soon he stopped trying, and he was glad for it. Illera was far better as a friend than a lover.

He sat up. He didn’t look away from Katlen as he captured her hands, held them tight between his. “Will you marry me?”

Katlen stared. “You— What?”

“Will you marry me? I’ve failed you, and I’m sorry for it. You’re the best woman I’ve ever met, and I can’t imagine marrying anyone other than you. My parents won’t object.” Katlen’s family was more than important enough to make her an acceptable wife. “So? Will you marry me?”

Slowly, Katlen sat up, too. Her hands clenched around his. “I do love you, Nikilaus. I’d love to be your wife. I— I will. I will marry you.”

Nikilaus grabbed her and held her tight. He had never felt so happy before in his life. All the exhaustion and worry from earlier fell away. How could he feel anything other than joy, knowing that Katlen wanted to marry him? He pulled her closer and kissed her.

Ardor filled him, happiness at her acceptance and relief that they were both still alive. Katlen met him, her passion as great as his. The Relerion women had been exotic and sweet, but they couldn’t compare with Katlen. No one could compare to her.

It wasn’t until much later, when they lay quiet and wrapped around one another, that Nikilaus realized he’d never promised not to flirt with other women and that Katlen hadn’t asked.

* * *

Riol opened his eyes to see Azeha leaning over him. He blinked, wondering why his body ached and why Azeha's brow was creased with concern. Azeha rarely thought long enough and hard enough to worry about anything – that was Riol's job. “What—” he said, but Azeha interrupted his question by throwing his arms around him.

“We are cured, Riol,” Azeha whispered into his shoulder.

“Cured? Cured of what?” Then he remembered in a rush. He remembered the Twin Sun woman – he didn't know her name – say something about Illera using the karyon. He'd felt a moment of shock then his mind had seemed to constrict and shift. Part of him had remained aware as his body moved without him willing it, as he nearly killed the Twin Sun women to get the karyon. Azeha, Banof, and Illera finally stopped him.

Thinking of the karyon now brought no irrational greed. Some greed, yes, but what diemthe did not crave the karyon? He twitched his fingers, just to make sure he could. His mind, again his own, spun.

Illera had the karyon, and Mitek nearly killed him and Azeha to get it for herself. She had killed Velki. Knowing about the karyon, her desperation made sense. Mitek wouldn't want another diemthe to hold the karyon, even for a short period of time. She needed a guarantee that they'd hand their prize over to her when they returned to Daranvirmor. The command constricting his Miel had disappeared, but now he knew what it had been. If he hadn't been cured, he'd have killed the woman, taken the karyon from Illera, and surrendered it to Mitek. If he hadn't been cured, this war would probably already be over.

He shuddered, holding Azeha tightly. “You are cured too?” He vaguely recalled Banof and Illera using healing circles on Azeha, but the whole event had a distant, dream-like quality to it.

Azeha nodded, pulling back enough to see him. “We are better now. So now, we must make reparations for our actions.”

Riol couldn't help the short laugh. “Since when do you care about consequences?”

“We were in desperate need, and we received the help we needed and more. In return, we attacked our allies, nearly killing them. We were instantly forgiven for our actions, even by people who barely know us.” Azeha looked away. “Velki would be upset with us if we did not try harder in the future.”

“She would be,” Riol said softly. Of the three of them, Velki always had the strongest sense of responsibility. Thinking about her still hurt. Oh, how he wished she'd lived long enough to be cured. If only he'd done something about her acting strange earlier. “She would be most upset at our earlier actions,” he said, his voice cracking.

Azeha took his hand. “Velki is gone, and we can only hope God forgave her suicide and did not condemn her to haunt the earth as a phantom. Riol, we are alone now. Can we be only two where we were once three?”

Riol gripped Azeha's hand tightly. “We can be. I am sure of it. It will not be easy, but we will make it work. I promise you that.”

“I promise too,” Azeha said, smiling.

The door to the side room opened, and Illera poked her head in. She smiled. “You're awake. Good. We need to talk.” She stepped inside, and Banof followed her in. “Nikilaus and Katlen don't seem too upset.” She laughed and scratched the back of her head. “Nikilaus is far too eager to have a spy in Daranvirmor to be upset, I think.”

“Katlen. Is that the name of the woman I threatened?” Illera nodded, and Riol bowed his head. “Please give her my apologies.”

“You should apologize yourself,” Illera said, crossing her arms over her chest.

Riol gazed at her steadily. “Do you truly think Katlen wishes to have me anywhere near her?” Illera looked away. “I thought not.” He glanced out the window – it was dawn. Assuming he hadn't been unconscious too long, it was 25 Shu. Velki's funeral had been twelve days ago. “I need to return to Daranvirmor,” he said, standing slowly. Azeha stood with him, still clutching his hand. “Given the circumstances, I have taken all the leave I can take.”

“Be careful,” Banof said, “and stay away from the empress. If she looks at you too closely, she will see that her command is no longer in place.”

“I intend to keep well away from her,” Riol said, repressing his shudder. “Be well,” he told Azeha and stepped away from him. He wanted to stay longer, but if he did, he didn't think he'd be able to pull away. He left the side room, and Illera followed him out. She continued with him out of the blue room as he pulled the shadows around himself. “Did you need me for something?” he asked.

Illera shook her head. “No, but it's time I got back to Sonon. I thought we'd go to the Elementalist Guild together so I could have the Travel Pattern room empty for you.”

He doubted she could see him, but he still looked away from her. “Thank you,” he said softly. If only all lianthe were like Illera, he thought. Then, there never would have been a need to war against them. They walked to the Elementalist Guild together, Illera having to stop frequently as locals greeted her warmly. He didn't mind her holding the karyon, he decided. He could think of far worse people to hold it: the diemthe empress to start with. The lianthe emperor too would cause only trouble for Riol. No, better for it to be with Illera.

When they reached the Pattern room, Illera shooed out the few Elementalists on duty and motioned for him to go first. Riol let the shadows drop away and transported himself to Daranvirmor. “Ilferair Miel,” he said, Shield Miel. It was more important than ever that Mitek not see too closely into his mind. He could only hope the circle was strong enough to hold her back.

Despite the early hour, Hemol was already in his office. Riol stepped inside and saluted. “I am ready to return to duty, sir.” He hoped Hemol didn’t ask where he’d been the last few days.

Hemol studied his face for a long moment. At last he nodded. “Action can be useful to get through pain,” he said, not unkindly. “I know you have no affection for the south, Riol, but I need you to go back there. Lafren and Vereim are already there, but...” He paused. “Well, Lafren can get caught up in things. Having another person keeping an eye on him, as well as Yeihel and Forkom, eases my mind. Vereim enjoys his work too much, and Mrenthet has been less effective than I had hoped.”

“Given the situation in Sonon, being effective is not easy.”

“True.” Hemol nodded. “More importantly, we need information. You can move freely among the humans. Watch the lianthe carefully but keep far away from them. I cannot afford to lose you.”

“Yes, sir. Is there anything else?”

Hemol briefly glanced at a map of Sonon that lay on his desk. “No. Lafren is at the thirtieth encampment. He is expecting you. Take care.”

Riol saluted then left Hemol's office. He hurried back to the Travel Pattern as quickly as he could, eager to get as far from Mitek as he could. If only all his trips back could be this quick and only involve dealing with Hemol. Then he might survive spying on Mitek.

* * *

Iwen stood in stone office, exhaustion seeping through every part of him. He had been awake late the last few days, helping the reserve troops recover from the debacle in Lunway. Fewer of them had died than he first feared, as casualties had been higher in the thirtieth and thirty-second. Still, in Iwen’s opinion, even one death was too many. The reserve troops weren’t his soldiers in Leanmarei, but who else did they have to look after them other than him? Lafren certainly didn’t care if they all died.

“Have the troops settled in yet, Captain?” Lafren asked, emphasizing the title. He leaned back in his chair, oh-so casual.

Iwen kept his face expressionless. “Yes, sir,” he said.

“Good.” Lafren nodded before turning back to the other three diemthe who sat around the table with him. “Your encampment is wonderful, Yeihel. Thank you for letting us stay here.” He smiled coolly.

Yeihel twitched, glancing towards Forkom. The other diemthe sat as far away from Lafren as he could, holding himself stiffly. Iwen thought he still seemed weak, though he showed no obvious injuries. “Of course,” Yeihel said. He hadn’t volunteered his encampment as a place to stay for the thirty-second and twenty-first rabets or for Lafren’s troops. Lafren casually suggested it, since it was the furthest west and most easily defended. Iwen could still remember Yeihel’s face at that time. He hadn’t tried to argue, though. Iwen could almost feel sorry for him.

Since the disastrous battle at Lunway, they’d gathered together all the troops here, in the thirtieth’s encampment. It lay near the western coast where the Cursed Mountains met the desert. The walls of the encampment had been built directly into the mountains, using the mountains as extra fortification. The grounds inside were enormous, kilometers wide, so that there was plenty of room to keep the livestock and grow fruit and vegetables – what few crops could be grown in this area, at least.

Despite the size, the encampment should have felt cramped. It was only designed to hold the thirtieth rabet, which numbered one thousand soldiers and another thirteen hundred support. Some soldiers had been lost in the battle of Lunway – close to six hundred, between the four groups. But the thirty-second rabet was the same size as the thirtieth, the twenty-ninth had one thousand soldiers but few support, and Lafren had brought another thousand soldiers with him.

The encampment still felt roomy. They only had to pack two men to a room, rather than the three or four that Iwen had expected. He was no farmer, but there didn’t seem to be nearly enough livestock. He’d gone to the fields to count, earlier today, and there also didn’t seem to be enough support troops. He’d seen less than fifty people in the fields.

It was possible that the encampment was bigger than Iwen thought it was, or that there were other fields outside the encampment where the rest of the support troops could be found. He doubted it. Something else was going on here, and Iwen was determined to figure out what. Equally, he was determined to keep his discovery from Lafren and the other diemthe.

Lafren leaned forward, placing his hands on the stone table; everything in this encampment seemed to be made of stone. “We need to adjust our plans,” he said. “Our enemy is far stronger than we anticipated.”

“Our information was inaccurate,” Yeihel said, frowning. “We were told there were less than ten lianthe with the Twin Sun army.”

“We will soon have better intelligence,” Lafren said. He raised his head and called out, “Riol!” A moment later, a shadow in the corner shifted, and a figure appeared. Iwen jumped, instinctively grabbing his sword hilt. The three altered human bodyguards drew their weapons.

Out of the shadows stepped another diemthe. He glanced at the altered humans and raised a black eyebrow. The female altered human put her sword away first, and the two males followed a moment later, though all three still looked nervous. Iwen couldn’t blame them. Four diemthe were bad enough – now there was a fifth? This was far more than a person could be expected to handle.

It was little comfort that Yeihel and Forkom also looked surprised to see the new diemthe. Mrenthet, the female diemthe, didn’t look surprised at all. The new diemthe – Riol, apparently – stopped closest to her chair.

“General Hemol has kindly loaned us Riol to help gather more intelligence on the lianthe,” Lafren said. “You already have some information for us, yes?”

“I do,” Riol said. “I have been in Lunway to count the lianthe. There are forty-six of them. They are mostly young.”

Forkom shivered, and Yeihel snapped, “Age hardly matters when there are that many! Clearly, the lianthe mean to resume the war for real. We must bring the first and second rabets down from Daranvirmor.”

“No,” Lafren said. “I spoke with General Hemol before coming here. He said it is too early still to send out the full might of the empire. I do not think he will have changed his mind yet.”

“One of those lianthe is Mareth,” Mrenthet said. Her hands clenched. “He would be quite a prize. I, for one, do not wish to share him.”

Yeihel and Forkom shared a worried look, but Lafren smirked. “You are not the only one here who wishes to hunt down Mareth. I want you to watch him closely, Riol. If he ever goes off alone, tell me immediately.”

Riol nodded. “Of course.”

“For now,” Lafren continued, “we will stay here. The Twin Sun army will have to send patrols out into the desert to try to find us. We will set up ambushes for them and work on ways to trap Mareth or the other lianthe.” He stood and headed out of the small conference room. Iwen hurried after him, glad to be away from the other diemthe.

The corridors of the thirtieth’s encampment were dark and narrow but high, tall enough for an altered human. The walls were made of dark stone, and the light preiginds attached to the ceiling were few and far between. Iwen followed Lafren to the room he’d chosen as his office – it had belonged to Yeihel, but Lafren kicked him out.

“Run the men through some exercises, Captain,” Lafren said, pausing with the door open. “Have them all work together, no matter which rabet they belong to.”

“Yes, sir,” Iwen said, saluting. Lafren entered his office and closed the door behind him. Iwen sighed, running a hand across his brow. It was cooler inside this encampment than when they’d been camped in the middle of the desert, but he still wasn’t used to the heat. It felt wrong to walk around with his coat unbuttoned.

He made his way to the large parade ground enclosed by the encampment. He saw mostly soldiers from the thirtieth there, but there were a few from the thirty-second and his own group. Oddly, there were no soldiers from the twenty-first. Maybe they’d gone off to practice elsewhere. He walked up to a brown-skinned altered human. By his uniform, he was a captain of the thirtieth.

“I am Iwen v'Leanmarei,” he said, managing a smile. Dealing with altered humans wasn’t much better than diemthe, but what choice did Iwen have? “I lead the reserve troops. Lafren sent me to here to have all our troops practice together.”

The altered human stared down at him silently for a long moment. Iwen stood straight, refusing to back down even if he had to crane his head far back. Then the altered human nodded and said, “I am Pefani Larfeno.” He turned to the soldiers and barked, “Form up! All of you!” The soldiers from the thirtieth jumped immediately into line. The others glanced around but quickly fell into formation as well.

Iwen and Pefani mixed the troops up and ran them through drills for the next few hours. Iwen found more soldiers from the thirty-second and the reserves to add to the group as well, but he still didn’t see any from the twenty-first.

They dismissed the troops shortly before dinner. Iwen thanked Pefani for his help, since only a fool wasn’t polite to an altered human. Then he decided to go exploring. The twenty-first soldiers and the support troops had to be somewhere.

He searched through the entire encampment, looking for hidden rooms or fields or a training ground just outside the walls. He found lots of old storage rooms, but nothing more exciting. Outside the walls, he saw desert, the Cursed Mountains, and the Sunset Ocean to the far west. There were no fields outside the walls, and no soldiers in sight, save a few guards.

Frowning, he headed back towards the center of the encampment, where his own room was, not far from Lafren’s. Maybe the twenty-first had left most of their troops at the campsite in the middle of the desert, or maybe they’d moved to the thirty-second’s encampment. He’d heard no discussion of any such move, but he may have missed it. Maybe most of the support troops were in those places, too.

As he walked, he saw four support troops – three herders from the thirtieth and a cook from the thirty-second – walking down the corridor together. They carried large, bulging bags and glanced around constantly. Iwen frowned as he watched them. He was far enough back and the hallway was dark enough that he didn’t think they’d seen him.

Slowly, he crept down the hallway after them, walking as quietly as he could and keeping to the shadows. After making a number of turns, the support troops ended up in the Travel Room. To his surprise, there were no guards stationed at the Travel Room. He hurried forward and slammed open the door just in time to see the support troops vanish in a swirl of color. There were no guards or Elementalists on duty inside the room, either.

He checked the board on the side of the room, where the Travel Patterns for the entire empire were posted. He couldn’t remember the details of the colors he saw upon entering the room, though, so he couldn’t guess where they went. He heard the door open behind him and turned to see an Elementalist from the thirty-second enter. “Are you on duty tonight?” Iwen asked sharply.

The Elementalist jumped at his tone. “Yes, sir.”

“Where were you?” Iwen asked, narrowing his eyes. No one really worried about an attack coming through the Travel Pattern, but there should also be someone watching over it just in case. Most rabets had soldiers on guard as well as an Elementalist.

“Ah, I was in the loo, sir,” the Elementalist said, scratching his arm. “I was only gone for a few minutes. Do you need something?”

Iwen scowled. “No.” He left the Travel Room. Maybe he was making too much of a little thing. Just because some support troops had used the Pattern while the Elementalist on duty was away didn’t mean something was wrong. Added together with everything else – namely, the location of most of the support troops and the twenty-first – he couldn’t help but think something was afoot.

He entered his room, turned on the preigind light overhead, and closed the door behind him. He saw something dark move out of the corner of his eye, and he whirled on it, drawing his sword and putting his back to the door. Riol, the diemthe he’d seen earlier, stepped forward, the shadows seeming to curl around him. Slowly, Iwen lowered his sword but didn’t put it away. He didn’t know this diemthe, and he didn’t want to be alone with him.

“You have had an interesting evening, Iwen v’Leanmarei,” Riol said.

Iwen twitched. Lafren hadn’t said his name during the meeting earlier, but that was because Lafren probably didn’t remember his name. That this diemthe had already learned it meant he’d been watching Iwen for some time. “It’s my job to keep the soldiers fit and ensure the smooth running of all the rabets.”

Riol nodded, stepping closer. Iwen tensed but didn’t raise his sword. “You must be a talented man, to have become commander of the Leanmarei army at your young age. A close confidant of Duchess Aminda as well.” He tilted his head to the side. “Yet your rabet record is thoroughly standard.”

“Do you mean to accuse me of something, sir?” Iwen asked stiffly, trying to calm his wildly beating heart. Riol had done far more than just watch him today if he knew all of that.

“Hidden among your possessions are copies of the Travel Patterns in Sonon, Relerio, and North Paserad,” Riol said, moving till he was within arms’ reach of Iwen.

Iwen froze. It wasn’t a crime for a soldier to have Travel Patterns, or even all that unusual. He’d brought them with in the hopes of getting away from Lafren long enough to make contact with the Twin Sun army. He hadn’t had a chance yet. Those Travel Patterns weren’t enough to expose him as a traitor and a member of the Leanmarei resistance, but diemthe rarely cared about getting proof. Even if Riol didn’t know who Iwen really was, he knew enough to be a danger to him, especially if he shared his suspicions with Lafren.

But Riol hadn’t attacked him, and it didn’t seem like he’d told Lafren. He was here, speaking with Iwen in private. Iwen narrowed his eyes. He’d heard that diemthe liked to conspire against one another, which was why most rabets had only one diemthe. Perhaps Riol was plotting against Lafren, or one of the other three, and was planning to use Iwen in his plans.

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” he said after a moment, keeping his voice steady. “I will not spy on Lafren for you.”

“Spy?” Riol asked, and laughed. “I have no need of spies. You can help me, all the same.” Faster than Iwen had expected, he lunged forwards, grabbing Iwen’s wrists and slamming them into the door, trapping him in place. “You have done nothing wrong yet, but you plan to. So do I. We can help each other out.”

Iwen tried to free himself from Riol's grip, but the diemthe was stronger than his slim frame suggested. Riol's cold, pitch black eyes stared at him, unblinking. “What do you want?” Iwen asked, giving up his struggles.

“For now, very little,” Riol said. His breath felt warm against Riol's neck as he leaned closer. “Continue your duties. Travel away with your Patterns if you wish. You may even look for the missing soldiers and support troops. Whatever conclusions you reach, do not share them with Lafren or the others. That is not so difficult, is it?”

“No.”

Riol let him go and stepped back. “That is all I wish of you for now, Iwen v'Leanmarei. Do as I ask, and I will not share information about you with Lafren.” He smiled. “I trust we have an understanding?”

Iwen rubbed his wrists. He'd have bruises where Riol had gripped him. “We do.”

“Good.” Riol walked past him and out of the room.

When he was gone, Iwen locked the door and sank to the floor. “God and spirits,” he whispered, trying to stop shaking. “He knows what I am.” How Riol had learned of Iwen's association, he didn't know. In the end, it didn't matter. Riol knew, and he could tell Lafren at any time. Or he could just decide to kill Iwen himself. His death would be an inconvenience at best to Lafren.

After a long time, Iwen pulled himself off the ground, falling into his bed. The terror had finally faded enough for him to think. Why hadn't Riol killed him? Perhaps he didn't know for certain that Iwen was part of the Leanmarei resistance, but diemthe didn't need proof. Surely, he should have at least questioned Iwen.

Iwen's eyes narrowed as he considered Riol's orders. He wanted Iwen to keep any conclusions about the missing troops to himself. Thinking about it, Iwen wondered if Riol knew where the missing troops were. Maybe then if he found the missing troops, he'd know what Riol wanted.

Then he might be able to think of a way to keep Riol from killing him.


 

 

 

 

2

Different Directions

 

“So once I healed him, Nikilaus and I discussed tactics for a while,” Illera said to Mareth. They sat together in a small office in the Tilat – a large building that was used by the clan heads as the seat of government in Lunway. Gauzy yellow curtains fluttered in the breeze, which brought the scent of the ocean with it. Illera wasn't sure she liked Sonon – the people were friendly enough, if odd, but the dry heat seeped all her energy. Even the ocean breeze didn’t do much to help. She was considering taking off her jacket entirely.

Earlier today, Mareth moved most of the soldiers from Bilthan into Lunway, since there was more room here and to help rebuilt the city after the battle. Some of the soldiers had been left in Bilthan, to help transfer the troops that defected from the rabets.

Mareth nodded, but didn't look up from the papers in front of him. There seemed to be a permanent crease between his eyes these days. “Did he have any good ideas?” he asked.

“I think so,” Illera said carefully, reviewing what Mareth knew and what he didn't. It had been such a relief to no longer have to keep secrets from Nikilaus and Katlen. But Mareth still didn't know everything, and she absolutely couldn't tell him. Nikilaus might be able to accept Banof and the other diemthe, but she didn't think Mareth ever could. Maybe later, once Banof, Riol, Azeha, and Mrenthet had done more to prove themselves, they could tell Mareth. The more people she shared her secrets with, the less she liked keeping secrets from others. She had no choice but to keep her secrets, however much it frustrated her. “He had an idea for maybe luring one of the diemthe into a trap.” She couldn't say Lafren specifically. She didn't think Mareth knew the names of any of the diemthe in the south, and nor should Nikilaus know.

“What manner of trap?” Mareth finally put the papers down.

Illera licked her lips. “Well, you attacked the Elementalist Guild, and there was a seeing mirror there. The diemthe probably saw you coming and recognized you.”

Mareth smiled grimly. “I am well known to the diemthe.”

Illera managed a weak smile at that. She wanted to keep as anonymous as possible when it came to the diemthe. The idea of all of them knowing her face and her power was terrifying. Mareth was more powerful and more experienced than she, and had less to fear. Too, he didn't have to worry about losing the karyon. “Well, not all of the support troops have left the thirtieth or the thirty-second, because they wanted to pass information on for us. If we can get some of them to give information to the diemthe about seeing you alone somewhere, Nikilaus thought the diemthe might risk attacking you.”

That hadn't sounded so bad in her head, but saying it out loud was awful. Surely Mareth would see the flaws – the support troops didn't act as spies, and where would they get the information from, anyway? She really wished Mareth knew about Riol. A human bringing in information like that would be questioned, but not Riol.

Mareth stared at Illera solemnly for a long time. She was almost sure he could tell she was keeping secrets from him. She shouldn't be; they were family, and she did love Mareth. But she had no choice; he wouldn't understand. He hated all diemthe. Finally, Mareth turned back to his papers. “You wish me to act as bait? Very well. Make plans with Nikilaus and whoever else needs to be involved. Say when and where, and I will be there.”

“Thank you,” Illera said, briefly grasping his hands. Mareth was wonderful like that. He could tell she was keeping things from him, but he still helped her out, still trusted her. She stood and left the office, so he could finish going over his reports in peace.

Just outside the door waited Chirim, and Illera barely repressed a sigh. She'd wanted to be alone for a while with her guilt. Maybe it was better to be distracted, though. She could do something useful with her time.

“Did Mareth approve the plan?” Chirim asked.

“He did,” she nodded. She'd told him the details of the plan before Mareth. Lying to him hadn't bothered her nearly as much as lying to Mareth had, and that also made her want to squirm in guilt. How did Banof live with himself, keeping so many secrets for so long? “Now we just need to find a good place to let them ambush him.”

“I have some ideas,” Chirim said, walking with her down the hallway. Rather than having paintings, statues, murals, and other decorations like she'd gotten used to seeing in Pasenkeep, the Tilat had only colorful pieces of fabric everywhere. The carpet was green, the curtains yellow, red awnings hung over most doorways, and blue fabric hung in long swoops from the ceiling. Sononans certainly seemed to love lots of color. Chirim continued, “There are only a few places that are deserted enough that they will think he is alone, but close enough to a Travel Pattern that the diemthe can easily reach him.” They entered a small rock garden. Benches were set up along the walls, and they sat on one. Chirim pulled out some maps of Sonon and spread them out between them. “Here,” he said, pointing to a dot in the middle of nowhere. He grinned, his eyes glinting. “We just received reports earlier today about this oasis. A rabet was using it as a camp site.”

Illera drew in a sharp breath. “Which rabet?”

“There were no permanent structures, so likely the twenty-first,” he said.

“Which troops found the encampment?” Illera asked, trying to sound casual.

“The Twin Sun fourth division, I believe. Why?”

“Ah, no reason,” Illera said, looking firmly at the map. Banof was still in Paserad, coordinating attacks and communication. She had little doubt that he'd been the one to send the fourth division to that area, and that Mrenthet or Riol had given him the exact location of the encampment.

After a moment of silence, Chirim said, “The only problem that I can see is how the support troops would believably receive information from the old encampment. There is no one there now.”

“Well, we're hoping the diemthe are so eager to kill Mareth that they don't stop and think about things like that,” Illera said. “He would be quite a prize, and the diemthe who killed him would get power and fame. All diemthe crave such things.”

“You sound very certain about that,” Chirim said softly. Illera jerked her gaze up to meet his. His expression was solemn but free of censure. “You barely know anything about lianthe, yet you say such a thing about diemthe and with such confidence. As if you know more about diemthe than lianthe.”

Illera swallowed hard. “Chirim, I—”

He held up a hand. “Do not lie to me, Illera. I am no fool, and neither is Mareth.” She frowned at that, wondering if he'd listened in on her conversation with Mareth. “If you do not want to say, you do not have to. But remember, that I too have had dealings with diemthe.” He paused and glanced around, even though they were the only ones in the rock garden. “I still have contacts with Olizen, commander of the eighth” he said, barely above a whisper.

And at that moment, Illera was desperately tempted to tell Chirim everything. Chirim wasn’t like other lianthe – he could work with diemthe, thought that both people would be better off reunited. If there was one lianthe who would understand her relationship with Banof, Azeha, Riol, and Mrenthet, it’d be Chirim. She was close, terribly close, to telling him. But she bit her lip and kept her silence.

Chirim had only made a deal with a diemthe. He had probably never spoken to the diemthe in person, using humans as intermediaries. Illera had done far, far more. If it was just her and her own reputation in question, she’d tell him without hesitation. But if Chirim didn’t take it well, it could mean death for Banof and the others. She couldn’t risk that.

At the same time, though, they couldn't keep this secret forever. The longer they kept it, and the further this war went, the harder it would become to keep them hidden. Especially if, as Banof hoped, they could lure commanders and their rabets to their side. Sooner or later, the lianthe would find out about Banof and the others. Too, while the rabets on their side had to stay hidden, they couldn’t fight as effectively. By keeping secrets, they were holding back some of their best resources. They really did need to say something, and soon.

She had no idea how, and she didn't know how to bring up the topic with Banof, either. He still hated lianthe, still feared them. The others wouldn’t be much help either: she’d never met Mrenthet, Riol and Nikilaus were busy, and she didn’t think Azeha would be very good at coming up with helpful ideas. She was on her own with this, and if she messed it up, her allies and friends might die.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Chirim. It wasn’t enough, but it was all she could give him.

* * *

Mel sat at the side of the Siswen square, staring at the rubble. The bodies had been removed by now, but holes dotted the ground and four stands were in pieces.

She could have been killed in the attack. It was chance that she’d been elsewhere in Obarvanid at the time, near the docks. She had thought to check Balmy Nights, the restaurant that the Relerion resistance used as a cover for operations. She found nothing amiss in Balmy Nights or anywhere nearby. When the explosions started, even though Mel was over two kilometers away, she heard. She ran to Siswen square as quickly as she could, outdistancing all the soldiers and some of the air barges.

Like always, her speed didn’t matter when she needed it most. By the time she reached Siswen square, the fires had tampered down, though smoke still clogged the air. Only the groans of the wounded echoed as Mel stood at the edge, her heart beating frantically. To her shame, the first thing she thought was, At least this didn’t happen in Giram.

She didn’t even arrive soon enough to see how Nikilaus fared. One minute difference, and she might have stopped Nizel before she could send the prince back to Paserad. “He was dying,” was all Nizel told her before moving off.

Now Nizel commanded the army. No one argued with her, not even Ronert, who Mel had assumed would. Most of Nizel’s orders had been reasonable: care for the wounded, take away the dead, calm the citizens who came to see what had happened, keep the Relerions officials informed, secure the city. Part of Mel wished that Nizel had screwed this up, however much it would hurt the army and Obarvanid. She knew that wish was foolish and she did want Obarvanid safe and secure.

Didn’t mean she didn’t want to see Nizel make a huge mistake.

Young Relerions in Twin Sun uniforms cleaned up the square. They were the recruits who had joined up as the army traveled through Relerion. Mel hadn’t been with the army for that, and she marveled over how many Relerions had joined the army. There had to be three hundred just in the square, and she’d heard there were many others elsewhere in Obarvanid. If the Twin Sun army marched through Giram, would the same number of people join? Giramites were just as strong as Relerions. No, they were stronger. Stronger by far.

Footsteps approached from the opposite side of the square, many feet. Mel tensed and reached for her sword. Just because no one had spotted any rabet soldiers so far didn’t mean they weren’t around, hiding until a good opportunity to attack presented itself. When a group of people with Relerion features and Relerion fashions appeared, she relaxed and released her sword.

The Relerions joined the Relerion soldiers. They came armed with rakes and brooms and saws and hammers. As Mel watched, some started to sweep away the last of the rubble while others helped to rebuild the ruined stands.

“We need more wood. Go fetch some!”

Mel had to blink thrice. That was Quigly, standing among the other Relerions, broad-rimmed hat pushed back on his head. Some of the Relerions hurried off, presumably to get wood. It shouldn’t surprise her, seeing Quigly here. He loved Relerio more than anyone she knew.

She didn’t have to think. She climbed up from her crouch and walked over to Quigly. He saw her as she approached. “I should have known you’d be here. You weren’t hurt?”

“No. I was near the docks when the trap went off.”

Quigly glanced around then leaned closer, lowering his voice. “What happened to Prince Nikilaus? Is he really dead?” Lines appeared on his brow.

“Of course not!” Mel glared at him till most of the worry left his face. “He had to return to Paserad to get cured, but he’s fine.” She had no idea if Nikilaus was still alive or not. Thanks to Nizel, he might die. What was the point in sending him away? There were plenty of Elementalists and Air priests here with the army. If humans couldn’t heal Nikilaus, surely one of the lianthe could.

“Good. Without him, who would defeat the twenty-ninth for us?”

“We would. All of us: Relerio, Giram, and the Twin Sun Kingdoms. You’ve got to stop thinking about just yourself, Quigly. We’re all in this together, win or lose. If one of us falls, the rest of us need to step up. Nikilaus is helpful, but it’s all of us who will win this war.”

“Yes.” Quigly stood straighter. “You’re right. I was afraid before, when I saw everything Nikilaus was planning. I’m not afraid anymore. The twenty-ninth has tried to destroy our spirit, but they won’t. Relerio is stronger than ever. When it comes time to attack them directly, Relerio will be there. And we will win. We— No, don’t just throw it out! It can still be used!” Throwing up his arms in exasperation, Quigly walked over to the people cleaning up one of the ruined stalls. He had to wrest a chair missing a leg from a young man, who had been ready to chuck it.

Mel smiled as she watched. All her life and more, Giram and Relerio had been allies. They depended on one another and liked one another. Until now, Mel considered Relerions rather odd and not very useful, but mostly kind people who tried their best. Today her opinion of them rose. They were just as strong as Giramites in their own way. She couldn’t ask for better allies.

She didn’t go back to watching. Instead, she rolled up the sleeves of her jacket and helped the Relerions. She helped fix a food stall that got destroyed during the attack. The food inside had been ruined and most of the stall itself couldn’t be salvaged, but by mid-afternoon a new stall stood ready to serve berry pastries with questionable meat inside.

With most of the damage in the square fixed, the local Relerions left. They took the soldiers with them, congratulating them on their bravery, even if the Relerion recruits hadn’t yet seen any real action. Mel just smiled. They were ready to fight, and that was the important part.

Before he left, Quigly stopped to speak to her again. “You know how to contact me if you need to. If Minister Keish gets frightened by this attack, let me know. The people will put some courage back into him.”

“I’ll post you if there’s trouble. I don’t think there will be.”

Quigly nodded and left with the last of the Relerions. Soon, only Mel stood in the square. Silence filled the area, and a breeze gusted past. With a shiver, Mel wrapped her arms around herself. A large place in the middle of a busy city shouldn’t be this deserted, not even at night. It certainly shouldn’t be empty during the day. A few Relerion soldiers stood near the castle, the Elementalist Guild, and the crawling gardens. Apart from them, Mel couldn’t see anyone.

It felt haunted. The wind moaned, and shadows shifted as clouds tracked across the sky, and Mel wondered if the square really was haunted. Dozens of people had died here earlier today. What if their ghosts lingered here, demanding vengeance?

No. That was stupid, thinking that. Mel saw the bodies when they were taken away. Soldiers pierced each of the bodies with iron. Earth and Metal priests walked with the procession. The Miel of those who had died violently had been separated from their bodies, free to leave this world and go to live in peace with God.

She didn’t need to worry about ghosts.

Something flickered off to the side, at the corner of her eye. Mel whirled, her heart suddenly in her throat and a knife in hand. The shadows didn’t move, though. Instead Mel saw something worse than a haunt: Nizel and a few of her lianthe friends.

Nizel raised an eyebrow as she approached. “Is there a problem?” Her gaze lingered on the knife in Mel’s hand.

“No.” Mel stuffed her knife away. “How is Nikilaus?”

“I am sure he is being healed at the moment. Now move aside.”

Mel didn’t budge a centimeter. “Why?”

“Because someone died where you stand.”

The cobbles under Mel’s feet were chipped and three were missing entirely. She stared down, but she didn’t see any hints of blood. Perhaps the blood had been washed away when the rubble was cleared. No one had yet placed new cobbles.

The shadows shifted again as the wind pulled at Mel. Those were sure signs of a haunting.

With a scowl, Mel stood rooted in place. “There ain’t no haunts here. The priests made sure of that.”

“Human priests can make mistakes. I will ensure that no souls linger here.”

“Yeah, because you’re a priest.”

Nizel frowned. Her friends moved closer around her, trying to puff themselves up. Mel glared back. No bunch of annoying lianthe was going to scare her off. “I have had training in priestly affairs, though I am not a priest. You are human. You would not understand. Haunts still linger in this place. Surely you can sense them, too.”

Something shifted at the corner of Mel’s vision again. She didn’t turn to look this time. Maybe it was a ghost, maybe not. Whatever it was couldn’t be as important as not looking weak in front of Nizel. “There ain’t no haunts here. You’re just trying to look powerful.”

“Are you so sure about that? Sure enough that you will risk the eternal peace of those who died here bravely?”

To that, Mel didn’t have an answer. She didn’t believe there were ghosts here. It didn’t matter that she believed it earlier. Now that Nizel suggested it, it sounded like nonsense to Mel. Could she risk it, though? Even if there was a small chance that one or two haunts remained here, she should do everything she could to help them find rest.

Slowly, reluctantly, Mel stepped aside. She kept the glare, because she didn’t want Nizel thinking she moved aside for her sake. This was for the people who died here, no one and nothing else.

“Thank you.” Nizel sounded genuinely grateful. That made Mel hate her even more.

The other lianthe spread out. For a moment, Mel couldn’t tell what they were doing. One — a male, she thought — stopped some meters away and drew a knife. He drove it into the ground, between cobbles. He marked the place where someone died, Mel realized. She watched in silence as the lianthe placed many knifes into the ground, blade down.

There was plenty of Earth here, just underneath the cobbles. Earth was the element of death. Under normal circumstances, it was the only element needed to help the deceased’s Miel move on. Battle wasn’t normal circumstances. A sudden, violent death made it harder to leave. A person wanted to know their death hadn’t been in vain. So Metal was used after battles, since Metal was the element of war. With the knives blade-down in the ground, any haunts still here had enough to help them wiggle free of life.

When the lianthe finished, they moved to the far side of the square. One motioned for Mel to join them, but she refused to move. Nizel glanced at her, then nodded.

Nizel spread her arms wide. She said something Mel didn’t understand — nuthe, obviously. Brown and orange and indigo streaked out from Nizel, heading towards the knives in the ground. The colors sank into the ground and the knives. “Settle Through Earth and Iron. Hear me, lost souls. You do not have to linger here. Free yourself from this cage of flesh and let your Miel rise to God. Let the Earth spirit and the Metal spirit guide you from oblivion.”

A sudden gust of wind rushed through the square. It tugged at Mel’s hair and clothes as gray swirled in its wake. A moment later the wind was gone, and the shadows looked just like shadows.

Still, she was sure she had seen at least one ghost. Surely the ghost was gone now; Mel had felt its passage to the next world.

“Nikilaus will live,” Nizel said.

Mel frowned at her. “You already said that.”

The lianthe shook her head. “It seemed something I ought to say again, for reassurance.” She straightened her robe, which had also been disturbed by the wind. “I need to speak with Minister Keish. Good day, Mel.”

As she walked towards the palace, collecting her friends on the way, Mel could only stare at her. Somehow, despite how rude she’d been, in the end Nizel had been polite. That made Mel hate her more.

She shouldn’t hate her. Nizel had probably saved at least one person from oblivion. Much as Mel appreciated that, it wasn’t enough to make her like Nizel. With a nod of her head, she returned to her previous spot in the corner. If she spent most of the rest of the day staring at the broken spots in the cobbles, where the knives had been, that was only her business.

* * *

Jakie shuddered as he stepped into Bilthan. He shifted his shoulders as the Twin Sun soldiers standing guard over the Travel Pattern looked over him and Teg. He wasn't in uniform, but he was still a northerner. The guards just waved them past lazily, and Jakie had to force himself not to sigh in relief.

“You worry too much,” Teg said softly.

“And you worry too little,” Jakie said sourly. He couldn't imagine sneaking around like this on a regular basis. Teg must have nerves of steel – or he was too crazy to be concerned for himself.

They hurried through the city, but couldn't go as fast as Jakie would like. Everywhere he looked, he saw northerners. There must be hundreds in the city.

He shook his head. He could still barely believe how successful the sedition campaign had been, and Illera had only started things a few days ago. Then again, had he been a member of a different rabet, he'd have probably jumped at the chance to escape somewhere safe. He'd quietly moved his family to the thirty-third encampment while Banof was in Paserad. His name might be known in Daranvirmor, and he didn't want to risk his brother's safety. Jinathon was hesitant at first, but Jakie eventually persuaded him. They told the children it was an extended holiday, though Jakie thought Jinathon's eldest might be suspicious of the real reasons.

Skirting a northern family selling colorful shirts, he finally spotted his destination: a shop called Tea and Cakes. He stepped inside and saw three people sat around a table. They were all northerners. The proprietor watched the group warily as he cut up small pieces of cake.

Jakie and Teg pulled over two more seats. “I think this is everyone,” he said. He took a slow breath, calming his suddenly roiling stomach. “Well, you've probably heard about what's happening in the rabets.”

“It'd be hard to miss,” said Clanissa f'Nirra. Her long, black hair was braided neatly and piled on top of her head so the circle tattooed on the side of her neck was visible. “The troops whisper about it constantly.”

“Have the officers heard?” Jakie asked, heart rate increasing again.

Gasey f'Enatren snorted. “Not any who we don't trust. We're not stupid, Jakie.” He was the only one here wearing Elementalist robes. Like Clanissa, he had yellowish skin and black hair and a round face; Gasey was from Tongar, Clanissa Sulindra. Though the two countries hated one another, they had much in common, and most of the people probably had ties to the other country. Gasey’s dark eyes glanced over towards Teg. “And who is this?”

“Teg v'Rildivmor. I'm part of the Giram resistance. I originally served in the fifteenth.” Gasey winced at that.

Elexender v'Masthaven leaned across the table. “Have you met Illera then? I heard her speak at the Tilat. She was amazing!” He all but bounced in his seat.

“I've met her,” Teg said. “I hadn't realized any Elementalists were at that meeting.” The proprietor finally brought over cakes and tea, and everyone helped themselves. The man gave them one more cautious look before leaving for the kitchen.

“How could we not go?” Elexender asked. “It's not every day a lianthe talks you into rebelling!”

Hissing, Gasey slapped Elexender on the arm. “Don't say things like that!”

Elexender stared at him, wide-eyed. He was, Jakie thought, awfully young. He probably hadn't even started on his journeymanship. The rabets rarely recruited Elementalists so young, but it happened sometimes, if one was unlucky. Or if the rabets felt like they needed more Elementalists.  “We're in the south,” he said. “Illera talked openly about rebelling. Why shouldn't I say it?”

“Just... just speak quietly, at least,” Gasey said, holding his tea cup tightly, glancing around the room. Jakie had known Gasey for eight years now, since Gasey was assigned to the thirty-second. He was fairly sure Gasey was involved in something shady, but he'd never asked. If he learned that Gasey was involved in the northeast resistance, he'd be obliged to report it. Well, not anymore, but he still didn't plan to ask. Gasey didn't seem to know Teg, but that didn't mean he wasn't in the northeast resistance. Jakie could only imagine how careful the northern resistances must be.

He looked around the table again. Clanissa was part of the thirtieth, Gasey and Elexender the thirty-second, and Jakie had spoken with them many times before. By rights, he should be the one they trusted least, since he was the only officer, the only one who'd chosen to serve his rabet beyond ten years. He was from the thirty-third, though, and he already had some experience in betrayal.

“My entire rabet has turned against the empire,” he said, in case they hadn't heard. “We've all moved our families to Giram. Maybe we didn't choose to turn traitor like this, but I don't think any of us regrets it. It's surprisingly... liberating.”

“You've always had it easy,” Clanissa said with a huff, shaking her fork at him. “You've never had to fear your own commander. You don't have to leave to turn traitor. Not everyone has it so easy.” She looked down at her piece of cake. “The thirtieth is completely different. I'm afraid every day. Even the thirty-second is better. Every time he gets annoyed, Commander Yeihel makes me go into the tunnels beneath the encampment.” She shuddered. “I hate those haunting tunnels.”

“I know you're miserable,” Jakie said softly. “This is your chance to do something about it. Gather your family from the north and leave your rabet. You're Elementalists – the Twin Sunners will welcome you eagerly. And if all the Elementalists desert, the thirtieth and thirty-second will be much easier to defeat.”

The others were silent for a while, though Elexender looked to Gasey expectantly. Jakie bit his lip. He hadn't thought it be easy to convince them. Elementalists were better off than regular troops. They were well paid, didn't often have to risk their lives, and important enough that the diemthe wouldn't abuse them too much. These three didn't care for their rabets, but they risked much more by leaving. Diemthe kept closer track of their Elementalists. The commanders might not notice soldiers and supply troops leaving, but these three would be missed.

“Do you like the empire?” Teg asked suddenly. The Elementalists looked at him. “Well? Do you?”

“Of course not,” Gasey muttered.

Clanissa shifted in her seat. “I wouldn't mind the diemthe so much, if they'd just leave us alone.”

Elexender took his last bite of cake. “Well, of course you two have weird ideas. You're from the east.” Elexender shook his head, his loose dark hair whipping about. He had light brown skin, like most Prechtans. Jakie had been surprised when Gasey had told him Elexender would be at this meeting. Precht was one of the diemthe's longest and strongest allies, since the War of Ascension. But, Jakie thought, Elexender had gone to hear Illera speak, he was here now, and Gasey didn't seem wary of him. 

“I was eager to join the thirty-second,” Elexender continued. “But it's been nothing like what I imagined. Commander Forkom yells every time he sees me. The Sononans are scared of me.” He ran his fingers through the crumbs on his plate. “We're supposed to be helping people, showing them that the empire is great, that they're better off with us. But they don't see it, and we don't show them.” He looked up at Jakie. “I want to go back to Masthaven. But I can't. And I can't stay in the thirty-second. Better to leave now.” His eyes took on a dreamy look. “If Illera says we should leave the diemthe, then I'll follow her. She's everything a diemthe is supposed to be.”

Teg nodded. “There are serious problems with the empire. As long as you’re part of a rabet, you support the empire, even if you don’t want to. I know the idea of leaving is scary, but as long as we don’t stand up for ourselves, the diemthe will continue to take advantage of us, continue to abuse us.” He paused. “Besides, soon enough the Twin Sun army and the lianthe will be attacking the Sononan rabets. Do you really still want to be there when that happens?”

“No,” Clanissa said.  She stood up. “You’re right. I don’t want to risk my life and the lives of my family by leaving the thirtieth, but now I don’t have to. If I don’t take this opportunity, I’ll regret it.” She nodded politely to Jakie and Gasey, took one last sip of tea, and left.

Elexender fidgeted. “Maybe if we leave, the diemthe will realize we’re upset with them. Then they’ll try to do better.” He nodded. Jakie managed to cover his wince. He was from Milenreithe, and he could understand where Elexender was coming from. He’d grown up hearing how wonderful the diemthe were and how glorious the empire was.  But he never believed any of that.  He always thought that, if the empire was as great as it said it was, it wouldn’t have to conquer nations and it wouldn’t have half of the countries already in it wishing to rebel against it.

“I will be the last one to leave my rabet,” Gasey told him. “Save for those who refuse to leave.” He stood too and left with Elexender.

Jakie watched them leave for a moment. “I’m almost sure Gasey is part of the northern resistance,” he said softly.

“Most likely,” Teg said. “He’s got the look about him.”

“You would know,” Jakie said.  He considered Teg for a moment. He remembered the way Teg had, almost effortlessly, convinced Banof to turn traitor. “You’re pretty good at this, you know. Convincing people, I mean. And you know Illera. You could be a big part of this war.”

Teg turned pale. “You want me to lead this? No, no, don’t say that.”

Jakie frowned. “Why not? You make a pretty good leader.”

“Definitely not,” Teg said firmly. “Talking to people is one thing, but that…” he trailed off, looking away. “Well, you wanted to talk to some of your other Elementalist friends, too. We should get going.”

“Yes, I guess so,” Jakie said. “The others are in the north. We probably won’t convince them right away, but I want them to be thinking about it.”

“Yes, of course,” Teg said, but he didn’t really seem to be listening. Jakie left some money for the food and followed him back out onto the streets. They had two more groups still to meet today, though Jakie had convinced his friends to come to Giram for the meeting. With the twenty-ninth rabet about, it wasn’t the best place to meet, but anywhere was safer than the north.


 

 

 

 

3

Moving Away

 

Riol stood deep in the shadows, watching Iwen. The man spoke to one of the Elementalists from the thirtieth, a man from Tongar by his looks. They spoke too quietly for Riol to hear, but intensely. Riol leaned his head against the wall as he considered the humans. He was almost certain Iwen had ties to the Leanmarei resistance. Since he last spoken to the man, he'd asked Banof to look into it, and now he waited for Banof's reply. If Iwen was part of the Leanmarei resistance, the Elementalist might be, too. Which meant they'd both be useful to him.

He closed his eyes for a moment. He shouldn't be thinking like that. He needed no help from humans to lead Lafren into a trap or to keep Yeihel and Forkom from being effective.

Iwen finished speaking to the Elementalist and headed to a different part of the encampment. Riol followed him. Wincing, he remembered his first meeting with Iwen. He hadn't planned it to go like that. He definitely had no intentions of threatening the human before their discussion. He could try to justify himself, say that he'd still been on edge from his visit to Daranvirmor.

Azeha had spoken of living up to the consequences of their actions. If Azeha wanted that, then so did Riol. He already had a debt to Katlen. Now he had one to Iwen, too. The debt to Katlen would not be easy to repay. Perhaps Iwen would be simpler. He should try.

When Iwen slipped into his room, leaving the door open behind him, Riol followed him. He shut the door, and Iwen whirled around, hand on sword. He had good reactions. “You have interesting associates, Iwen v'Leanmarei,” he said.

“Am I not allowed to have friends?” Iwen asked. He held onto his hilt a moment longer before letting go. His shoulders slumped as he stepped away from Riol. “You have another task for me, I take it?”

“Not precisely,” Riol said. He leaned back against the closed door. “I... wish to make reparations for my actions during our last meeting.”

Iwen's mouth dropped open. “You— reparation— what?”

Riol smiled mirthlessly. “I am on your side, Iwen. By which, I mean the side of the Leanmarei resistance.”

“I know nothing of the Leanmarei resistance,” Iwen said quickly.

“Oh, do not waste my time.” Riol rolled his eyes. “You have been part of the resistance your whole life.” Iwen's eyelids flickered briefly to the side. I was right, Riol thought. “I am working with the Twin Sun army and the southern resistance movements. So you see, we are on the same side. You need not fear me.”

Scowling, Iwen crossed his arms over his chest. “The southerners would sooner kill themselves then ally themselves with a diemthe.”

“Not if a lianthe vouches for the diemthe. Have you heard the name Illera Brahkson Yaroned?” Iwen twitched, and Riol knew he had. If not from the Elementalist, he likely knew someone in the thirtieth or the thirty-second who had heard Illera's speeches. “She knows me. She can be found in Lunway and sometimes Bilthan, if you wish to ask her. If you ask around, someone there will know where to find her.” He turned and opened the door. Without looking back at Iwen, he said, “I would like for you to trust me, Iwen. I need an ally here, and so do you. We could be of great help to each other.”

He slipped out before the human could respond. He wondered if Iwen would try to confirm his story with Illera. He'd have to send her word to see if she could find Iwen. He didn't need any help dealing with Lafren, Yeihel, or Forkom, but the resistance movements would be needed when they brought the fight to the north. Iwen was his best chance of making contact with them.

Cloaking himself again in shadows, he made his way back to the Travel Pattern. He needed to know if the trap for Lafren was ready yet. The sooner Lafren died, the sooner he could relax.

* * *

The makeshift encampment swelled with people. Mrenthet stood on a rise and counted the tents again. She got the same number as last time. They didn’t have enough tents here or enough space.

She had double the number of soldiers she had a few days ago. All the soldiers she found as she fought her way out of Lunway were here, and many of those from the thirtieth, the thirty-second, and the reserve troops too. Mrenthet would have worried about the new soldiers. She knew what she planned to do and having extra people around, people she didn’t know, would complicate things.

If she hadn’t gathered these people in Lunway, they would be dead. Maybe one of them would try to betray her, but Mrenthet couldn’t regret saving them.

She was different from Banof. She believed in the empire, believed in power, believed that most of what the rabets did was correct, albeit not kind. Humans needed a firm hand to direct them. They had such short lives, they could barely plan a decade into the future, certainly no further.

Someone had to watch over the world. Someone had to ensure peace and stability, by force if necessary. That person wasn’t Mitek, but someone had to do it.

Like all good diemthe, Mrenthet hated the lianthe. Even if she suspected that the lianthe emperor would do a good job, she feared his return. He hated diemthe. He would save the humans, would perhaps even accept altered humans. He would show no mercy towards the diemthe. No, better for her if a diemthe ruled the world.

She had hoped she and Banof could wait until Tashrin was older. Ever since they were children, they had planned this, planned as much as they could in Daranvirmor. A person couldn’t plan much there, since Mitek was always listening. They both kept Ilferair Miel, Shield Miel, up at all times, so that Mitek couldn’t read their thoughts as easily. It must have been partially successful, since Mrenthet and Banof were both still alive. Mrenthet’s parents still lived, and both had been given command over rabets. Mitek must not have been able to read the depths of their minds.

It was too early, nonetheless. They had hoped to wait till Tashrin was five hundred, old enough to inherit. Mrenthet didn’t know Tashrin well, as she was almost three hundred years older than Tashrin, but Tashrin seemed a sensible girl. She worked hard and genuinely cared about the diemthe as a people. She had never met a human, but Mrenthet thought she could be taught to care for them, too.

Tashrin was the only other choice, since Mitek was unacceptable and the emperor would kill them all. By the time Tashrin was five hundred, Banof and Mrenthet would have held their posts as commanders for over a hundred years. Normally, they would retire at that time. Instead they planned to kill Mitek, using their rabets if need be.

If they died for it, so be it. So long as Mitek was dead, Mrenthet could accept the consequences.

Well, they had wanted to wait, but that was no longer an option. The karyon had appeared, Banof had turned traitor, and the south was at war. Mrenthet could linger for some time, pretending at loyalty, but only so much longer. She had no problem fighting lianthe, Sononans, or Twin Sunners. The south didn’t concern her, though she preferred to avoid battle when possible. If she could make the south into an ally, she could. She was a realist, though. She knew that wouldn’t happen, regardless of Banof’s hopes. So, she accepted the south as an enemy.

She could stay here. The oasis wasn’t as large as she might wish, but it would sustain her for some time. Yeihel, Forkom, and Lafren knew where to find her, but she could accept that too. For now, keeping in contact with them was useful.

Shaking her head, she glanced at Fovara. The red-skinned altered human hovered at her side as always. “How long can we stay here with our current supplies?”

Fovara pulled out a sheaf of notes and consulted them. “The twenty-ninth has supplies to last a month, thanks to the well here. That doesn’t account for the extra troops, sir. When they joined us, they didn’t bring much. We can stay here perhaps ten days before we need to get food from somewhere.”

“Ten days.” Mrenthet frowned down at the troops. The soldiers practiced maneuvers, her own soldiers mixed in with the new ones. She would make them into one rabet, though when she watched them she thought perhaps that wouldn’t be as hard as she’d feared. The soldiers from the thirtieth and thirty-second seemed happy to practice alongside Mrenthet’s troops. The reserve troops were more reluctant, which was only to be expected. They had been forced out of retirement, taken from their homes. Of course, they didn’t want to be here.

They couldn’t return home, though. Someone would ask how they had returned early. The empire kept careful track of its citizens at all times. With the north barred for them and wanting to stay as far away from Lafren as they could, the reserve troops stuck with her. Mrenthet was determined to be worthy of their trust. She would keep them alive, them and all the others in her care.

“Should we request aid from the support troops in the thirtieth or thirty-second?” Fovara asked.

Mrenthet coughed. “No, not yet.” Those support troops would be slowly leaving, heading to Bilthan and the Twin Sun Kingdoms. They would be equally safe with Mrenthet, but she didn’t want to draw any attention to them. According to Riol, Forkom and Yeihel hadn’t yet noticed their support troops disappearing. There were still some who wished to flee, support troops and specialized troops and soldiers. If Mrenthet mentioned it to them, they might notice and ruin everything.

She wished she had support troops. There were a handful in the twenty-first, cooks and launderers and cleaners and armorers. Since the twenty-first moved constantly, she didn’t want the large amount of support troops that most rabets had. Her rabet wasn’t self-sufficient. Usually, as soon as they reached a new area and established a Travel Pattern, they transported in food from the fourth rabet in Altland. That was what the fourth did, grow food for the mobile rabets, Daranvirmor, and the emergency stores.

As she still appeared loyal, Mrenthet could request supplies from the fourth. Before her rabet left for the south, she took lots of food from them, enough to last her a month. It had been less than a month. If she requested more supplies now, Avmren, commander of the fourth, would ask why. Mrenthet didn’t want to explain her extra troops.

So, she couldn’t get food from the south or from the north. She had no farmers, no land, and no animals, so she couldn’t grow her own. In ten days, her soldiers would be hungry. A lack of food would stop them as surely as the southerners.

“Should we contact the thirty-third?” Fovara asked softly.

Mrenthet grimaced. She didn’t want to have to depend on Banof. They were supposed to be in this together. She would not be a burden. Besides, his rabet filled up his entire encampment. He had no extra room. Since he had turned traitor, he couldn’t get supplies from the north, either. He probably had nothing to spare.

Perhaps there were a few places they could find food. Mrenthet considered. She would not be beholden to Yeihel or Forkom, but they were supposed to be her allies. She could use them. If nothing else, perhaps it would be wise to check on them. She hadn’t seen either of them since just after the battle in Lunway, nor Lafren either. And she had seen an interesting report earlier today…

“Come.” She strode from the hill. Fovara followed after her, her giant red shadow. The troops they passed saluted her, including the new ones, and Mrenthet nodded in acknowledgment. They stopped by Mrenthet’s office so she could check her reports. She found the one she’d remembered and stuffed it in her pocket.

Six soldiers and three Elementalists stood in the tent that held the Travel Pattern, all from the twenty-first. It wasn’t that Mrenthet didn’t trust her her new troops, but neither could she put them on such important duty. “I will return shortly,” she said as she stepped into the center of the Travel Pattern, Fovara beside her.

A swirl of colors later, she stood elsewhere in the desert. No tents here, rather low, clay buildings with high roofs, to keep the heat away. Only four soldiers and one Elementalist watched this Travel Pattern, far fewer than should have been there. “Take me to Commander Forkom,” Mrenthet said, keeping the scorn from her voice.

One soldier showed her from the room. Large windows stood along the hallway, reaching up to the roof. Brightly colored, flimsy cloths covered the window, though Mrenthet didn’t think they kept out much of the heat. They stirred in the breeze, and she could see the desert outside. It was sandier than the desert where her rabet had made its encampment, though an oasis stood here, too.

Forkom’s office was only a short walk from the Travel Pattern. His altered human bodyguard, a blue-skinned male, glowered at Mrenthet as she stepped inside, though he looked equally unhappy about letting Fovara inside. “What do you want, Mrenthet?” Forkom asked in nuthe before Mrenthet could sit.

A bookshelf stood to one side of his office, and a stacks of papers covered his desk. A map of Sonon hung from the wall, cities and oases marked, along with trade routes. Forkom must like brown, because the walls had been painted brown, though surely that color would only make the room warmer. The chairs were brown leather too, which at least felt cool.

Mrenthet resisted the urge to take off her coat, though it would feel much nicer not to have it. “You look better.” She spoke in nuthe, too.

“For now.” Forkom grimaced. “Did Lafren die?”

“No.”

“Haunt it. And Yeihel did nothing to help me.”

That sounded like it had been meant only for him. Mrenthet raised an eyebrow. From what she knew of Yeihel and Forkom, they shouldn’t expect help from the other. “Lafren is still staying at the thirtieth’s encampment. I should think you already plan to avoid that.”

Forkom scowled down at his desk. “I can only avoid the thirtieth for so long. We must all work together now. That is why you are here.”

“Indeed. That is why I am here. My rabet is new here, and we have only begun to settle in. We have few stores and no support troops. That means we have less food than I would like.” No reason not to mention support troops in that context; mobile rabets never had much support troops.

A smile curved Forkom’s lips as he leaned back in his chair. “I have plenty of stores. I could afford to give some of them to you. What will you offer me in return?”

Mrenthet smiled. “Just a piece of intelligence I came across. I thought it might interest you.” Moving slowly so as not to worry Forkom’s bodyguard, Mrenthet took the report from her pocket. She smoothed the paper out and pushed it across the desk to Forkom.

He took it warily, his eyes darting over it. As he read, his smile turned into a grimace. “Is this accurate? You have no spies, surely. You have only been here a short time!”

“I have not been here long, true, and I have no contacts with the locals. It was chance that my people discovered this. Since we are new, I have had my Elementalists scry the area around my encampment, so that we get used to it. There are hills to the east of my encampment, and a path there. My Elementalists wanted to know where the path led. It was luck that let them catch sight of the Twin Sun soldiers.”

“Where, exactly?” Forkom picked up a pen and moved to the map on the wall.

Mrenthet took the report and did some quick calculations, moving her fingers across the map. She should have asked her Elementalists for a map before she left. “Here,” she eventually said. “Or close to here.”

Forkom made a mark there. It wasn’t far from his encampment, though it was closer to Mrenthet’s. “And you are more worried for me than yourself?”

“The path to my encampment was narrow and rarely used. The Twin Sun soldiers followed a road which turned north.” North and closer to the thirty-second’s encampment.

“Burn them to oblivion. I have two warehouses of stores. You can take as much as you like from the second.” Forkom switched the human.

Mrenthet blinked. “As much as I like?” Surely he didn’t mean she could have it all.

“Take it all if you want. I have no need of it. Now go.” Forkom didn’t look away from the map.

“Forkom, are you—”

“Go! And say nothing of this to Lafren!”

Slowly, Mrenthet stepped away from Forkom. She didn’t look away till she was out of the room. For a few moments she stood in the hallway with Fovara and Forkom’s bodyguard. “Is Forkom well?” she asked at last.

“He has recovered from his injuries,” the altered human said stiffly. “Are you interested in our stores or not, sir?”

“I will send people to collect it.” Mrenthet returned to her encampment and sent a group of soldiers back with air barges. She had what she wanted, but she couldn’t feel happy about it. What was wrong with Forkom? He was under threat from the southern humans. With Lunway already lost and so many of his soldiers gone, Forkom must be desperate. Had he given up? Or could he be plotting something?

It had to be the latter. Forkom wasn’t a good commander, but he was no fool. He just let his emotions get the better of him.

A tent stood near the practice ground. It had no walls, in the hopes of keeping a nicer temperature. Mrenthet had made that her office. Her desk was a flimsy thing that easily folded up for easy movement. A quick hunt found a map of Sonon which Mrenthet unrolled on the desk. She marked the spot where her Elementalists had spied the Twin Sun soldiers.

While the road led closer to Forkom’s rabet, the Twin Sun soldiers had been spotted closer to Mrenthet. The path to her encampment was small and not often traveled, but it was there. If the Twin Sun soldiers had any locals helping them — and from everything she knew, Mrenthet had to assume they were — they might check this oasis. No Sononans had been near here yet, but Mrenthet hadn’t been here long.

What if her position wasn’t safe anymore? Banof had connections to the Twin Sun soldiers, but could he stop them in time from attacking her? She would not see her people die needlessly.

The thirty-third encampment wasn’t huge, but neither was it tiny. With some squeezing, Mrenthet could fit all her people inside it, even with Banof’s troops already there and counting her new soldiers.

“How fast can we move out?”

“A day, sir,” said Fovara. “We haven’t been here long.”

Mrenthet nodded. Her rabet was always ready to move at a moment’s notice. The Twin Sun army hadn’t found her yet. Even if they did find her soon, it would take a few days before they could muster an attack. She had time.

“Be ready.”

“Do you think we’ll be attacked?”

“We must assume it is possible. I will not be taken unawares.”

Fovara considered the map. “If there are Twin Sun or Sononan troops nearby, we could attack them. Then there wouldn’t be anyone to report on our location.”

“No.”

“Commander—”

“I said no.” Mrenthet scowled.

Fovara didn’t back down, though she did lower her voice. “Sir, I know you eventually plan to turn traitor and join Commander Banof in fighting the empress. That doesn’t mean you have to work alongside the south. They will never accept us.”

“Perhaps not, but we have no choice.” Mrenthet looked at the map without really seeing it. “Banof and I cannot take on the empress alone. If we can win the south to our side and fight beside them, perhaps we can win. We must try, Fovara, otherwise we all die.”

After a moment, Fovara nodded. “As you say, sir. Shall I contact the thirty-third so they will be ready for us?”

Mrenthet hadn’t considered that. She should have. Banof wouldn’t turn her away, but he might need time to prepare for her troops, especially since she now had more than he thought she did.

“His second in command is Umagun Hisano, if Banof is not in.” She thought Banof frequently traveled between Paserad and his rabet. Fovara had never been to Banof’s rabet, but she had met Banof. Someone had to go. Mrenthet dug through her inner pockets till she found a copy of Banof’s Travel Pattern. She made sure to keep that close, as no one in Daranvirmor could learn it.

Fovara took the paper and headed for the Travel Pattern. Mrenthet stayed where she was, watching her soldiers practice and the air barges arrive with food. Well, at least if she did have to flee to Banof for help, she wouldn’t have to go empty-handed. That was some consolation.

* * *

When the last petitioner stepped away, Hemol shook himself and blinked. The sun shone brightly down on the roof of Daranvirmor, and he could see for kilometers, snow-covered peaks covering the west. He hadn’t heard most of the day’s business, he realized.

Mitek seemed pleased as she spoke softly with Zaresh, so he assumed he hadn’t missed anything important. There had been no military concerns during today’s audience, so he could afford to miss it.

He turned to head off, but Mitek caught his eye and gestured for him to stay. He did, waiting until everyone but Zaresh left. “Is something the matter?”

“I think so.” Mitek stretched her legs out before her. “The south seems too quiet. We have so many soldiers down there, yet nothing has changed yet.”

“You must be patient, my empress. War is usually a slow thing. Most of the rabets have only been down there a few days. They must establish encampments, ensure they have enough supplies, and condition their soldiers to a different area. Only after that will they turn their attention to attacking. Even Vereim and Lafren will see to that before anything else.”

Mitek sighed. “I suppose. I worry, though. Something is not right in the south.”

Zaresh took her hand. “I know the lack of intelligence worries you. Riol is there, and he will make sure we know everything we need to know.”

“Riol.” Mitek wrinkled her nose. “Yes, I suppose he will.”

Hemol looked away from her for a moment. It wasn’t safe to be near Mitek and not paying attention, but he needed to gather himself. He knew that Mitek wasn’t fond of Riol, though he didn’t understand why. She was the one who suggested Riol to go into special training, though he didn’t think she knew it was for stealth training. Originally, Hemol had planned to have Mraslik join Azeha and Velki. Mitek rarely took such a personal interest in things, so Hemol couldn’t refuse her suggestion. In the end, Riol had worked out excellently, so he couldn’t deny her suggestion had been useful.

It troubled him, though, seeing Mitek take a personal dislike in any diemthe. Such diemthe had a tendency to disappear or to be assigned a dangerous post where they soon ended up dead. A thought threatened to intrude: how much easier would it be to run his military without Mitek. With the ease of long experience, Hemol crushed that thought before Mitek caught it.

“There have been few spats recently,” Zaresh said. Mitek stared at him, so Hemol hoped that her consort had been distracting her. “Perhaps you can afford to step back for a few days, my love. Go into the Shadow Retreat and meditate. Turn your attention to the south. Surely doing that will make you feel better.”

Mitek smiled. “It would, yes. Thank you, love. I depend on your good advice.”

Hemol turned away while they kissed. They had been married for almost five hundred years. How they could still be so interested in one another after all that time, he couldn’t imagine. He’d never kept the same lover for more than a few decades.

“I think I will take a few days to meditate,” Mitek said as she stood. She and Zaresh leaned against one another, hands clasped. “Will you see to any concerns in Daranvirmor, dear?”

“Of course.” Leaning more on Mitek than his cane, Zaresh led the way to the stairs. They didn’t seem to need him anymore, so Hemol stayed behind. That he would continue to mind any military problems went without saying.

He would have waited longer, but Zaresh and Mitek paused at the top of the stairs. “Oh, Hemol, can you come with? There was one thing I wanted to say to you.”

“Of course, my empress.” He followed them down the stairs. A chair sat at the side of the stairs, which could carry a person up and down. Zaresh took it sometimes, especially on days when he complained about his leg hurting. Today he didn’t take it, though he walked slowly. Mitek didn’t seem to mind the speed, and so Hemol tried not to mind either. He shouldn’t complain if the trip down took more than twice the time it usually did.

At last they reached the twelfth floor where Mitek and Zaresh’s apartment was. Since Hemol hadn’t been dismissed, he followed them inside. In the middle of the floor of the sitting room, Wirek and Tashrin sprawled. They lay on their fronts, on either side of a stones board.

“See?” Wirek pointed to a black stone. “If I move here, I cut your formation into two. You did not see that.”

“I did, but I had to stop you here.” Tashrin gestured at the other side of the board.

Wirek grinned. “And that is why my trick worked.” He reached across the board and ruffled Tashrin’s short hair. She made a face then grinned.

“Do not be too troubled,” Mitek said as she helped Zaresh to a chair. “No one can beat Wirek at stones. He is too crafty. That is why playing him is good practice.”

Tashrin sat up. When she noticed Hemol, she hopped to her feet and saluted. “Sorry, sir. Mother told me to practice with Uncle Wirek. It is part of my lessons.”

“Lessons that are going well.” Wirek didn’t bother moving from his sprawl. “She can tell what my plans are. That is good progress.”

Hemol laced his hands together behind his back. He hadn’t moved from the doorway. “You are always excused for special lessons, Tashrin. Just make sure to tell Commander Sajesh before you leave.”

“I do.”

He knew she did. Tashrin was always conscientious. He didn’t ask how stones were an important lesson. The game involved lots of strategy, which made it good practice for diemthe who wanted to command a rabet one day. As future empress, Tashrin should know strategy, too. She got stones lessons as part of her military training, though. This seemed to be something extra, something different.

He knew better than to ask. He didn’t ask about most of Tashrin’s special lessons, though only half seemed to have anything to do with ruling.

Mitek poured some tea in the kitchen, passing a cup to Zaresh then Tashrin. When she offered one to Hemol too, he stepped inside and took it. Finally, Mitek prodded Wirek’s leg with her foot till he stood and took a cup. “I shall be going into the Shadow Retreat for a few days.” She paused to inhale the steam coming off her cup. “The south worries me too much. Taking a few days to sooth my worries will help, I think.”

Wirek frowned. “I can go south again, if you wish.”

“No!” Mitek and Zaresh said at the same time. “It is too dangerous,” Mitek added.

“If Mitek will be unavailable for a few days, I shall need your help,” Zaresh said. “There are plenty of diemthe in the south right now.”

“Very well.” Wirek didn’t look displeased, Hemol thought. He would have liked to send Wirek south. Wirek was second most powerful of the diemthe. His presence in the south would surely be helpful. If Mitek didn’t let him fight, as she did in Paserad, maybe it didn’t matter. Wirek was only a distraction to other diemthe when a fight wasn’t going on.

Well, he didn’t need Wirek. Vereim and Lafren were both plenty powerful and experienced. Mrenthet and Lirana were capable, too. The south would be fine without Wirek.

He saw Mitek looking at him, her black eyes steady and unblinking. Hemol didn’t look away, tried not to flinch. “You would rather have Wirek in the south?” Mitek said softly.

“It was only a passing thought, my empress. I did not consider it seriously.”

“Good. See that you do not during my absence. Tashrin, your father, your uncle, and I need to talk. Help the general.”

“Yes, Mother.” Tashrin chugged the rest of her tea.

Hemol hadn’t finished his, but he didn’t drink like an adolescent. He placed his cup on the nearest table, raised his hands to Mitek, and headed out.

For two floors, they descended in silence. “Sorry about Mother,” Tashrin finally said.

“You do not need to apologize for your mother. Anyway, I am not offended. Mitek and I know each other well.”

Tashrin bounced on her toes as they left the stairs. “Sir, I know she did not specify for how long, but I am happy to help. I want to be a good soldier.”

He couldn’t help the smile. “I know you do.” Most young diemthe, if they were presumed heir, would avoid as many military concerns as they could, taking advantage of their position. Tashrin would never see battle on the front lines, would never command a rabet. Nonetheless, she was one of Hemol’s most diligent and obedient soldiers. Perhaps not the most skilled, since she was often called away, but she did try. And she genuinely seemed to enjoy being a soldier. It made him wonder what her other lessons were like, that she preferred drilling and sparring.

She was a good girl. Sometimes Hemol wondered if his own daughter might have grown up to be like Tashrin. He would never know. Both his daughters died within a year of being born, before they could even be named.

Childhood death was common among diemthe. It was better now, with the conception circle, as children were more often born stronger. Still, all diemthe knew they might lose their children. They knew too, they might not have more.

The loss of his daughters was an old pain, one Hemol didn’t think about most days. It was easier not to think about. It was one of the reasons he liked to keep busy.

He could try for more children. He wasn’t too old. With the conception circle, perhaps he could get one that lived.

He pushed the thought from his mind. The time was coming, and the war was restarting. Now was not the time to think about children. Perhaps, when the Sun again shone bright over the world, Hemol could try for another child. Until then, he would concern himself with Tashrin and all the other young diemthe under his command.

“You want to help?” In his office, he pulled out a stack of papers.

“Yes, sir.”

“Then you can be my assistant, at least until your mother returns. This is a list of all the human officers currently serving in rabets. Some of them are reaching their tenth year as officer. We must update our records, so we know how long the humans serve and whether they should be encouraged to retire. Their commanders have included assessments of the officers.”

Any other young diemthe would have hated the task. However important it was, it was boring and time-consuming. Tashrin only nodded, holding the papers to her chest. “I shall be thorough, sir.”

“Good.” He pointed her into the office next to his, empty now. He hadn’t had a regular assistant in years. With the time approaching and war coming, he should probably get one.

Perhaps he could keep Tashrin as his assistant. The girl needed experience. She needed to get out of Daranvirmor, see the real world and meet some humans. Mitek would never allow that; she was far more protective of Tashrin than Wirek, and she nearly got angry when Hemol only thought of sending Wirek south. This wasn’t as good as being out in the world, but it was something. It was a task Tashrin didn’t usually do, and it would make her think about the humans. It was the best Hemol could offer, so it would have to do.

With a sigh, he pulled out his reports. He had more important things to worry about right now than Tashrin. He needed to win the war before the time came, which wasn’t far off. Leaning back, he considered his maps and Gretvend’s latest report.

He would win the war, long before the time came. He was confident of that.


 

 

 

 

4

The State of Obarvanid

 

Nikilaus walked slowly. His limbs ached and moved only reluctantly. The stiffness grew less and less by the hour, and he hoped he would be over it entirely within a day. Until then, he pretended to walk slowly by choice, trying to keep his stride as regular as possible.

Katlen watched him closely as they stepped into the Elementalist Guild. He wasn’t fooling her, but he wasn’t trying to. When they reached the Travel Pattern, she placed a hand on his upper arm. “I wish you could stay longer,” she said softly. She didn’t ask him to stay, though. She knew he couldn’t. “You don't have Drian anymore to watch over you.” Her face creased in pain – she and Drian had gotten along well.

He closed his eyes briefly. When he woke this morning, she’d still been sitting beside his bed, having watched over him in the night. They were engaged now, albeit unofficially. He wanted to spend every minute of every day with her, but he knew he couldn’t.

“I will return in triumph soon,” he said, stepping away from her. She nodded and let him go. He stepped into the center of the Travel Pattern, and the Elementalist on duty transported him to Obarvanid.

Twin Sun soldiers stood guard with local Elementalists on the other side. Good. “What’s the situation, sergeant?” he asked the man in charge.

The sergeant saluted quickly, right fist over his heart. “The city is secure, sir,” he said, walking out with Nikilaus. Another soldier ran past them, doubtless to spread the word that Nikilaus was back. “We found a few rabet soldiers, took some of ‘em captive. We found a few more preigind traps around town, too.”

“How many did we lose?” Nikilaus wanted to walk faster and had to force himself to go slowly. He wouldn’t show weakness in front of his men. Not because it would lower him in their eyes, but they would lose confidence. This close to the end of the campaign, the troops needed to feel assured of victory.

“Only forty, sir, including your bodyguard, but another ninety-eight are injured.”

“Any civilians?”

The sergeant shook his head. “Couple local soldiers got hurt, but the people stayed inside.”

“Good.” They stepped outside the Elementalist Guild. Nikilaus motioned another soldier over. “Have Captain Wassailor join me in Siswen Castle. I need to speak with the High Minister.” The soldier saluted and hurried off. Nikilaus walked across the square and up to the castle. Some of his men stood guard alongside the local troops. They smiled at the sight of him.

Mel ran out of the castle, screeching to an abrupt stop just in front of him. He crossed his arms over his chest and raised an eyebrow. “You’re back,” Mel said, not out of breath. “You need to talk with Minister Keish right away.”

“I was going to see him right now.” He saw Ronert Wassailor coming towards the castle from out of the corner of his eye. “Is something wrong?”

Mel very quickly glanced around her. “Nothing,” she said, sounding far too casual. “Keish was talking with Nizel earlier.”

If there had only been his own soldiers around, he’d have asked for more details. But there were Relerion troops here too, and he didn’t want them to hear how tenuous his alliance with Nizel was. “I see,” was all he said.

Ronert finally reached their group. “You’re looking much better, sir,” he said, looking Nikilaus over carefully. He frowned, barely, and Nikilaus wondered if he’d already given his condition away. He stood a bit straighter, ignoring the ache in his legs.

“I’m told the casualty count was relatively low,” Nikilaus said as Mel led them inside the castle. Nikilaus eyed the castle as they walked, paying little attention to the strange architecture or riches on display – they were nothing to his childhood home in Landwater. Instead, he took note of passageways and defenses and anything else that could be used in case of an attack. They were minimal at best – few cities in the south had been built with defense in mind, and castles even less. Only rabet encampments were built for defense, since the Empire forbade more than basic walls elsewhere. He hoped not to have to protect this place from the rabets; he doubted he could hold it for five days.

“We were lucky,” Ronert said. “You were one of the worst hit in the attack.” He paused briefly. “Nizel saved your life, sir.”

Nodding, he said, “I know.” He didn’t say that she also sent him away without trying to cure him entirely. Perhaps her decision had been for the best. He may well have died, if he’d been left here. He wouldn’t have learned about Riol and Azeha, and for that alone he was willing to overlook some of his anger over Nizel’s actions. Too, he couldn’t blame her for disobeying orders. He was unable to speak at the time, unable to tell her he would rather stayed in Obarvanid. “Has anything interesting happened since we entered the city?”

“It’s been mostly peaceful,” Ronert said. “We fought a few rabet soldiers, found more preigind traps in busy areas. The local troops have been very helpful.”

He made a note to thank Keish for that, and for keeping the civilians protected. Without his help, the attack could have turned into a massacre.

“Here,” Mel said, stopping in front of a large set of double doors. Diamonds of different sizes had been carved into the doors and colored black, while the background had been left blue. More soldiers stood outside the doors, all of them locals. They stared at Nikilaus for a moment then opened the doors for them.

Mel strode in first, looking quite comfortable. The audience chamber was of a similar size to the one in Paserad, but darker, since it had been painted in the blue and black of Relerio. Only a few people were present – officers and secretaries, from the look of them. At the far end sat an old man in a large chair; Keish, Nikilaus guessed.

He nodded at Ronert, and his gaze lingered on Mel even after she crossed her arms over her chest and glared. Finally, Keish turned to Nikilaus. Nikilaus wore none of his royal trappings, dressed in the same uniform as the rest of his soldiers. He smiled and took a step forward, placing his right fist over his heart. “High Minister, I am Prince Nikilaus Maker of Twin Sun Plain. It’s an honor to meet you.” He then kissed his fingers and tilted them towards Keish.

Keish stood and walked up to Nikilaus, kissing his own fingers in return. “Likewise. Your troops have been a boon to this country. I only wish you could have come years earlier.” His voice was warm.

“As do I. Unfortunately, circumstances have prevented such an attack. We are here now, and we want to do everything we can to help. I’m told most of the rabet soldiers have been driven out of the city.”

“I have been in contact with the resistance movement,” Keish said, nodding to Mel. “They haven’t seen any rabet soldiers about either, but I’m sure many of the spies are still present.”

Most of those spies, of course, had been in the employ of the thirty-third, not the twenty-ninth. As such, those spies were now on their side. Nikilaus made a note to ask Banof if he’d had any interesting reports lately. “The spies don’t concern me for now,” Nikilaus said. “Without the soldiers, they can’t cause any great harm. Our next step is to find the rabet encampment and attack it. With any luck, most of the soldiers will be present when we attack, so we won’t have to hunt them down across the countryside at a later date.”

Keish returned to his chair, wincing a bit as he sat. He turned to one of the officials standing nearby. “Do we have any information about the location of the rabet encampment?”

The man shuffled through some papers. “It should be in western Giram, probably not far from the Arch Mountains,” the man said, peering through thick glasses.

Nikilaus frowned. “From the reports I’ve received, that’s where the thirty-third’s encampment was. What about the twenty-ninth?”

The official looked at him, frowning. “We think the twenty-ninth might be here in Relerio, since their troops are seen here more often than in Giram. We have been unable to find their encampment, though Elementalists have searched for it. They say there is still a blank spot in western Giram – the thirty-third may still be here in the south.”

Nikilaus barely suppressed a sigh. Keeping secrets was just too much trouble sometimes. The official was right to be concerned, since of course the thirty-third was still at their encampment in Giram. Technically, they were waiting there and plotting, only the plotting was to help the south. As much as Nikilaus wanted to tell Keish and his officials that Banof and the thirty-third was now an ally, such a revelation would be too much trouble. Banof had held Giram and Relerio for thirty-five years, and the people would not soon forget that subjugation. Trying to convince the locals that Banof was an ally was too much trouble at this time.

Which made him wonder when it would be a good time to tell others about how Banof, his rabet, and other diemthe had helped the fight. The fight for the south was full of deception and secrets. The fight for the north would be different. They’d be vastly outnumbered, so they would no longer be able to hold troops back. Somehow, the truth about Banof would have to come out before that, preferably in such a way that the southerners would accept it.

“For the moment, the thirty-third is not causing any trouble,” he said carefully. “I would like to focus on the twenty-ninth. My Elementalists found a blank spot in Relerio, near the Arch Mountains. They believe the encampment is there.” With enough wards up, an Elementalist couldn’t scry. That meant if there was an area the Elementalists couldn’t see, it had to be warded. The only thing that’d be warded in the foothills of the Arch Mountains would be the rabet encampment. His Elementalists had looked many times, and that blank spot never moved. He hoped that his outriders would return soon with details of the encampment.

“Close to Obarvanid?” Keish asked.

“About forty-five kilometers southeast,” said Ronert when Nikilaus glanced at him. Ronert had a good head for numbers.

Keish shivered, and his secretaries shared wary looks. Forty-five kilometers wasn’t far at all, easily covered in a single day by air barge. “What can we do to help?” Keish asked.

Nikilaus smiled. He liked Keish already. “If you can spare them, some local troops who are familiar with eastern Relerio. Elementalists too, and priests. Most importantly, though, you need to keep Obarvanid secure. I can’t afford to leave any soldiers behind. The rabet knows your Travel Pattern, and they might be back. Keep the Pattern guarded and man the city walls.”

Keish turned to a man dressed in the Relerion military uniform. “Go with the prince, captain, and see that he gets the help he needs.” The captain placed his first two fingers of his left hand beside his temple in the Relerion version of a salute. 

After fishing briefly through his pockets, Nikilaus handed three pieces of paper to Keish. “This is my personal Post Pattern and the Post Pattern at Paserad. If you need anything, you can get help either way. And this is the Travel Pattern at North Paserad. I’m moving around too much to have a Travel Pattern these days.”

Not that he didn’t trust Keish, but giving out the Travel Pattern for South Paserad was too dangerous. The Elementalist Guild there was too close to the population. If the wrong person learned that Pattern, someone could cause a great deal of damage in a short period of time. He couldn’t give Keish the Pattern to Bilthan either; that would be insulting. The Travel Pattern at North Paserad was near the center of the thirty-first rabet’s old encampment and well-guarded. If the rabets somehow learned the new Pattern there, they wouldn’t be able to cause too much damage.

Keish took the papers and passed them to a secretary. “Thank you, Your Highness. Before you take your army and leave, will you ask Nizel to speak with me again? We had a lovely conversation last night.”

Nikilaus barely managed to stop himself from reacting to that. He glanced briefly towards Mel, wondering if she or anyone else had been present during that conversation. He very much wanted to know what had been discussed. Mel caught his gaze and shook her head fractionally – it seemed she hadn't been there. Even with that, he kept his face blank. Since meeting Nizel, he'd gotten a lot of experience at keeping his reactions under control.

“May I tell Nizel what you wish to speak with her about?” he asked, keeping his tone light and polite.

Keish smiled. “Oh, nothing about the war. I'd just like to talk with her.”

“Of course. I'll tell her when I see her.” He nodded and left the audience chamber with Mel and Ronert. He stayed silent until he was outside Siswen Castle. He looked over towards the crawling gardens where he saw Nizel standing with one of her friends.

She noticed him and smiled. Walking up to him, she said, “I am glad to see you recovered, Your Highness. I knew you would find help in Paserad.”

“I am better now,” he said. Had she thought Illera would heal him, or one of the human Elementalists in Paserad? Or did she know about Banof? He couldn't imagine that she did, and he had no intention of telling her. He should probably thank her. Whatever else, she had saved his life when he couldn't breathe. Instead he said, “I just spoke with High Minister Keish. He requested that you visit him again before we leave Obarvanid.”

Nizel smiled. “Thank you. He is a lovely man, is he not?”

“Haunting pervert, more like. What'd you talk about before?” Mel asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “He said it wasn't about the war.” Nikilaus repressed his smile and made himself stay still. At that moment, he could have easily hugged Mel. How wonderful it must be, to have no concern for politics or propriety. He could never just come out and say something like that, but Mel had no such issues. After the war here, he'd have to ask Illera if he could keep Mel with him – she could definitely come in handy.

“Oh, we were just chatting,” Nizel said, her smile never faltering. If she was bothered by Mel's attitude, she hid it well.

Mel scowled harder. “Yeah, that's nice. How about giving some specifics? It's not like you have anything in common.”

Nizel twitched slightly, her smile dropping briefly before coming back full force. “I spoke with him of my people, of the emperor, and our plans to defeat the diemthe and restore the empire to what it should be. Is that not acceptable to you?” She raised her chin so she could look down her nose at Mel.

To Nikilaus's surprise, Mel grinned at that. “No, not at all. Sounds like fun conversation. Can I join you?” Nizel stared at her, as if she couldn't understand what Mel had said.

Nikilaus nodded. “Defeating the diemthe and restoring the lianthe emperor to his proper place concerns us all. Did the High Minister have any good ideas?” He felt certain the conversation between Nizel and Keish had not concerned the emperor much. Or if it had, only in the context of setting up Nizel as an expert on him.

She still hoped to become the next empress. The lianthe were not all keen on that idea, and she had Illera challenging her for the position, so now she was looking for human allies. She must know that Nikilaus would never support her claim, so now she was after Keish.

Nizel brushed an imaginary wrinkle out of her robe. “There was little of substance in our conversation. I was mostly telling him stories about the emperor. Humans know so little about him, and they so wish to know more.” She smiled at Mel. “They are wonderful tales for an old man, but I am sure that a young woman such as yourself would be bored by such tales.”

Mel gave her a look. “What, like you know anything—”

Nikilaus stepped on her foot. “Tales of the emperor aren't just for children and the elderly. We're all fascinated by him. I'd love to hear your stories. Sadly, I will have little time to spare before we leave Obarvanid.” He turned to Mel, giving her a pointed smile. “I wouldn't want to take such an opportunity away from you, though.”

Mel still looked a bit huffy but tried to hide it. Maybe Nikilaus didn’t want to keep her around; not unless he could find a way to shut her up when she went too far. “That'd be great, yeah. Thanks. So, when are we going?”

“In an hour perhaps?” Nizel said, her smile as brittle as Mel's. “I have some things to take care of first.” She bowed slightly to Nikilaus, then left with her friend.

When she was far enough away, Mel turned to Nikilaus with a glare. “Oh, thanks so much for that. Now, I have to listen to her stories. They'll have as much truth to them as the stories I told my teachers about why I hadn't done the nightly readings.” Ronert put a hand over his mouth and looked away.

Nikilaus sighed, pinching his nose. “I'm sure the stories won't be completely true. She hasn't met the emperor, either. But you're not there to listen to stories. You're there to make sure they don't talk about anything else.”

Mel slumped. “I guess so. You owe me for this.”

“How did you decide that?” Nikilaus asked, eyebrow raised. “You were the one who asked to go with her.”

Mel swore, gave him a filthy look, and stomped off. Nikilaus allowed himself a brief smirk before turning to Ronert. “Let's see the injured men.” Ronert nodded and led the way.

* * *

Riol stepped off the Travel Pattern and into the thirtieth's encampment. The Elementalist on duty jumped at the sight of him. Riol wondered if the man was one of those who was working against the empire. Banof had given him a list of names, but Riol still didn’t know who most of the humans were. He could ask Iwen, but Iwen didn’t know most of the other humans either. It would seem less odd for him to ask, though. At the very least, he should probably pass the list along to Iwen. 

Not today, though. There were more important things to do today.

Riol smiled softly in anticipation.

He went to Lafren’s study rather than the conference room. He didn’t want Mrenthet, Yeihel, or Forkom to be part of this conversation, after all. When he reached Lafren’s office, he paused outside and put his ear to the door. It was warded against eavesdropping, but he’d be able to hear if anyone was talking. He heard nothing, so he went inside, after setting his face in an expression of worry mixed with eagerness. Lafren was alone inside, and Riol had to fight the smirk off his face.

“Lafren,” he said in a rush, hurrying inside. “Mareth is alone at the encampment Mrenthet set up in the desert.”

Lafren stared at him for a moment, his eyes wide. Then he stood slowly. “Are you certain?”

Riol nodded. “I saw him leave from Lunway, and I saw the Pattern of his destination. He has twenty humans with him, but no lianthe. He left less than an hour ago. I do not think he will be there long.”

Frowning, Lafren crossed his arms and began to pace. “Why would he go alone? That encampment is empty.”

“Because of what happened in Relerio,” Riol said, glad that he knew about that incident. “Before they left Obarvanid, the twenty-ninth placed preiginds around the town. The preiginds went off when the Twin Sun army entered the city, and many of the humans were badly injured. Mareth likely suspects there might be similar traps around the campsite.” Lafren already knew about the battle at Obarvanid, but a reminder couldn’t hurt. Riol still wondered who’d been the one to come up with that trap, Lirana or Vereim. It didn’t seem like either one’s style. They must have concocted it together.

Lafren stopped his pacing. “That may be it,” he said. Then he walked quickly from the room. “Come with me.” Riol followed him out. They found Iwen, who was drilling the troops in the practice ground. “Gather one hundred men and come to the Travel Pattern,” Lafren said. He turned and marched away before he could see Iwen’s salute.

“Do you want me to inform the others?” Riol asked.

“No,” Lafren said. “You and I will be more than enough to kill Mareth.”

Riol missed a step. “You… wish me to accompany you?” he asked carefully. That had not been part of the plan.

Lafren threw him a brief look. “There is much trouble here in Sonon, and not all of it involves the lianthe.” He pulled out a stack of preiginds and shuffled through them, putting the more useful ones at the top. “Forkom and Yeihel have been thoroughly uncooperative. I knew they would be reluctant to work together or with me, but I did not think they would be this bad. If given the chance, either would attack my back in an instant.”

“And Mrenthet?” Riol asked. They reached the Travel Pattern and waited there for the human troops to arrive.

Lafren’s mouth thinned. “Mrenthet has been odd lately. She seems almost reluctant to enter battle and has become obsessed with watching over her soldiers. And those soldiers are not here. For some reason, she posted them at the thirty-second encampment, and then tried to keep it from me.”

“Why?” Riol asked as his stomach roiled. He, Banof, and Mrenthet hadn’t thought Lafren would be so observant. He must not be allowed to return alive from this fight, even if it meant Riol had to kill him himself.

“I am uncertain,” Lafren said, crossing his arms over his chest again. The human soldiers slowly began to assemble, waiting in groups of twenty to go through the Travel Pattern. “I believe that the recent betrayal by her cousin has left her off balance. Watch her carefully, Riol. If she does anything that looks suspicious, anything that might lead to her betraying us as Banof did, tell me or Hemol immediately.”

Riol nodded. “Of course.”

When all one hundred humans were assembled and ready to go, Lafren and Riol stepped into the Travel Pattern with the first group. Iwen stood with the second group. “Be ready for immediate battle. Leave the lianthe to me,” Lafren said, then activated the Pattern. Colors swirled and changed, and they stood in the middle of the desert, not far from a small oasis.

Riol could see human soldiers in Twin Sun uniforms wandering the abandoned campsite. He didn’t see Mareth yet. “Keep me covered from the shadows,” Lafren said softly to him. Then he raised a preiginds and a massive explosion rent apart a group of fifteen Twin Sun soldiers.

“Furpenles-Banilir Furmrenthet,” Riol whispered, calling the shadows up to surround him and hide him from sight. The circle wouldn’t work as well here, in the middle of the day and with no dark corners to crouch in. But it would be enough to keep him from being easily spotted, enough so hopefully Mareth would never see him. Just as importantly, it should be enough so Lafren wouldn’t notice that Riol was not close enough to help him in the fight.

The tent over the Travel Pattern was still partially erect, and Riol slid towards the side of it, keeping close to the ground. More rabet soldiers came through the Travel Pattern. Once he came through, Iwen stood beside the Travel Pattern and directed the soldiers as they appeared. The Twin Sun soldiers had rallied quickly and stood firm against the rabet soldiers.

Riol paid the human soldiers little mind. He kept one eye on Lafren and watched for Mareth. It would not be long before he joined the battle.

Suddenly he appeared, protecting a group of Twin Sun soldiers from Lafren’s most recent circle. Lafren laughed softly at the sight of him and held up a preigind. The ground beneath Mareth shuddered and exploded, throwing sand and bodies every which way.

Riol cursed mentally. What if Lafren actually won?

The sand settled, and the smoke from the explosion cleared away. Riol squinted, looking for Mareth. He saw a figure with pale skin off to the left. A ring of fire appeared around Lafren. He waved a frantic hand, dousing it. While he was distracted, a hail of ice shards rained down from the sky. Lafren managed to dodge or cancel out most of them, but one hit him in the shoulder. Riol grinned as he watched Lafren bleed.

More circles hit in quick succession. Winds whipped around Lafren. The ground beneath his feet turned mushy, sucking him down. Shadowy hands gripped his arms, trapping them at his side. A vine wrapped around his neck, strangling him. Lafren choked and struggled and fought, but there were too many circles for him to fight off. Eventually, his struggles cease, and he lay motionless in the sand, still half-buried.

Riol grinned gleefully. Lianthe appeared all over the campsite, stepping from behind tents and air barges and anything else that would provide cover. One, a young man, stopped next to Lafren and drove a sword through his back. If he hadn’t been killed earlier, he was dead now.

“Retreat!” Iwen shouted, gathering together the soldiers. Most hadn’t gotten far. The Twin Sun soldiers stood back and let the rabet soldiers retreat through the Travel Pattern. Riol stayed where he was. He still hadn’t seen Mareth since the Lafren’s first attack, and he wanted to know if he was still alive. There was no sign of him.

Riol sighed quietly. He should escape now, before the lianthe found him. He could always ask Banof whether Mareth had survived.

He went through the Travel Pattern with the last few rabet soldiers and Iwen. When they were back at the thirtieth’s encampment, he dropped his shadowy cover and motioned for Iwen to come with him. As they walked through the corridors, he said softly, “Look afraid and sad when I report.” Iwen nodded.

He motioned to a soldier and had him send for the other diemthe to join him in the conference room. He got there first and took the chair that Lafren usually used. He folded his hands before him on the table, and Iwen hovered at his shoulder.

Mrenthet arrived first. He smiled briefly, and she nodded then took her seat beside him, her altered human bodyguard standing behind her. Yeihel and Forkom came together, Forkom still limping slightly. “Where is Lafren?” Yeihel asked, searching the room, as if he thought Lafren might be hiding.

“He is dead,” Riol said. Yeihel jumped and frowned, but Forkom wasn’t able to repress his smirk before Riol could see it. “I brought word that Mareth was sighted alone at Mrenthet's former campsite. Lafren decided to attack him. He believed that he and I could defeat Mareth together, but Mareth was too powerful. I was barely able to escape,” he finished, bowing his head. No need to mention the other lianthe. Mareth defeating Lafren was believable enough, and neither Yeihel nor Forkom would likely question the human soldiers who’d been there. Even if they did, he didn’t think they’d report his lie of omission to Hemol. Forkom was clearly delighted by this turn of events, and Yeihel wouldn’t mourn either.

Proof of his suspicions came when neither questioned why he wasn't injured, if, as he’d claimed, he’d only barely been able to escape. Yeihel turned to Mrenthet, “We do not need you here. You and Lafren brought only trouble with you. Leave Sonon to us.”

Forkom nodded. “Yes, take your rabet and leave. The reserve troops stay here, though.”

Mrenthet stood slowly. She looked annoyed. “My orders were to stay in Sonon until the Twin Sun army was pushed back behind the wall,” she said stiffly.

“Stay in Sonon then, but not here,” Forkom said, making a sharp, cutting motion. 

“Leave now by choice, or we will force you out,” Yeihel said.

Mrenthet stood still for a moment, staring coolly at Yeihel and Forkom. Behind her, her altered human bodyguard glared harshly. Finally, Mrenthet nodded. “Very well. I will leave. When General Hemol hears about this, he will be displeased.” Yeihel and Forkom just stared at her, unfazed by the threat. Mrenthet turned and swept out of the room. Her altered human bodyguard glared one last time before following her out.

A moment of silence hung over the conference room after she left. Then Riol said softly, “Do you wish for me to leave as well?”

“Yes,” Forkom said.

“No,” Yeihel said at the same time. They glared at each other.

“Riol does not understand Sonon,” Forkom said. “He was never part of our initial agreement.”

Yeihel said, “No, but he is useful. At the very least, I want to know whether Mrenthet really will leave.” He raised an eyebrow at that.

Forkom was silent for a long time. At last he said, “Very well. Riol, you may stay, but do not make any reports to Daranvirmor unless we order it. We will know if you disobey, and that would displease us greatly.”

“Yes, sir,” Riol said. “I will make sure Mrenthet does not leave any of her people behind to act as spies.” He left the conference room with Iwen, inwardly shaken. Forkom and Yeihel had to suspect Mrenthet’s loyalties. Otherwise, why would they have insisted she leave and have Riol watch her? Too, they didn’t seem bothered by the threat of Hemol finding out what was going on here. If Mrenthet was loyal, as she pretended to be, she would tell Hemol, and Yeihel and Forkom would be in a great deal of trouble. As she was a traitor, she couldn’t afford to tell Hemol what had happened, so Yeihel and Forkom were safe in sending her away.

He winced as he walked down the hallway, rubbing his forehead. This was too much intrigue for him. He didn’t like playing such games, which was why he never tried to become a rabet commander. He’d been content in his current position, working with Azeha and Velki. He’d have to speak with Banof as soon as possible. Banof liked complicated plans and was good at guessing what other people were plotting. Riol hoped he could figure out whether Yeihel and Forkom knew that Mrenthet was a traitor, and, if so, what they planned to do next.

He hoped too that Banof would know whether Forkom and Yeihel suspected him as well. Either way, he’d have to be even more careful. It was also time to get the last remaining humans out. He could handle himself, spying on Yeihel and Forkom, but the humans couldn’t. They were better off in the south. He’d keep Iwen with him a little longer, though. Just in case.

* * *

“Thank you for speaking with me, Nizel,” Keish said. “I yearn to hear stories about the emperor.” He led them into a sitting room, ignoring Mel. Not long ago, him ignoring her would have thrilled her; now it annoyed her. She didn’t like being overlooked in favor of Nizel.

She slouched as she walked into the room, refusing to be impressed. It wasn't hard – however grandiose the decorations were, they didn't compare to how posh Pasenkeep was.

The carpet was so deep Mel's boots sank in past the soles. Lush tapestries covered the walls, depicting scenes from Relerion history – Mel only recognized the one depicting the Battle of Paserad, though she hadn't realized so many Relerions had been part of that battle. The table and chairs in the center of the room were lined in gold, the legs carved with smooth, swooping curves.

Nizel sat across from Keish and took a sip of tea. Mel stayed at the edge of the room, near Keish's bodyguards. They watched her as closely as they watched Nizel – that made Mel feel a bit better. “What manner of story do you wish to hear, Minister?” Nizel said.

Keish sat on the edge of his chair, leaning across the table towards Nizel. “Something about the emperor.”

Nizel laughed and twined a strand of white hair around her finger. Keish watched closely. “I have many such stories. You will have to be more specific.”

“Something from the War of Ascension?” Keish said. “We have only our own records from that time. Since Relerio only fought on the peripheries of that war, we know little.”

After taking another sip of tea, Nizel said, “A story from the War of Ascension? Let me tell you a story few know, even among the lianthe. It is an old story, from when the emperor was still only the heir. I heard it from my father, since he was there, too. He often fought beside Uncle Tergrath.” She covered her mouth and giggled. “Forgive me, I mean the emperor. That is how I think of him.”

“You must be very close,” Keish said while Mel huffed. Nizel had never met the emperor – and she'd admitted as much to Keish. Since she couldn't claim to be the princess anymore, she was going for the next best thing. Keish had fallen for it, since he didn't know Nizel was a liar and a bitch, and because he couldn’t see past a pretty face.

Nizel smiled and traced a finger along the rim of her teacup. “The War of Ascension was very different from modern wars – there were no Travel Patterns yet. There were preiginds and air barges, though the air barges were not as fast as the ones we have now. They were barely faster than horses, though at least they didn't grow tired. The War of Ascension was long and drawn-out. It covered all of Komein and Ijta and Siron, and most of Utrent and Precht. Most of the war was spent getting from one place to another. It lasted a thousand years, though there were long periods without battles during that time.

“In the eight hundredth year of the war, we received word of a group of diemthe and altered humans traveling along the Precht border, south towards the Inner Sea. We received many such reports, of course – we scried the diemthe forces constantly, though often we could not see their movements. This group was special, because it contained Garlon. He was the diemthe general during the war. At least half the horrors you have heard that came from the north were of his design. It was his plan to destroy Rildivmor, to attack during the night when our defenses were down. When he could not defeat our army, he instead destroyed the land. Even today, so much of the north remains barren and lifeless because of Garlon.”

Keish shuddered and mopped a handkerchief across his brow. “He sounds like a terrible creature. I'm glad he's gone.”

Nizel pressed her lips tight together for a moment. Mel thought suddenly that this Garlon wasn't gone – wasn't dead, at least. Diemthe lived such long lives, this Garlon could be old and retired and living in Daranvirmor.

“Garlon traveled with only three other diemthe and fifty altered humans – a small number. We thought it the best chance to find him and kill him. So the emperor, my father, a few other lianthe, and some of their human allies took air barges and headed towards Precht. They found Garlon before Garlon saw them, and they devised an ambush.” Nizel smiled suddenly. “Ambushes are easy, when one works with the emperor. Though he was weaker then than he is now, he was still very strong. Stronger than any diemthe at the time, though their king – Janrik – was more powerful since he had the karyon.”

Keish frowned. “What about the empress? I know she wasn't empress yet at the time, but wasn't she still very powerful?”

Nizel tilted her head to the side. “We are unsure when the empress gained her power. She was certainly powerful and influential during the war, but she was not then what she is now. I doubt she was more powerful than Janrik – he would not have accepted any challenges to his power or authority.” She shrugged. “While we were concerned about her, there were other diemthe we worried about more. Garlon was a higher priority at the time. Janrik had never studied military tactics. Without him to guide Janrik's power, we hoped to get the edge in the war.”

“So your father and the emperor ambushed Garlon and killed him?” Keish asked.

With a sigh, Nizel said, “They ambushed him, yes, but sadly, they were unable to kill him. The emperor injured Garlon gravely, but some of his altered humans managed to get him away to safety. My father and the emperor looked for him, but they could not find him.”

Keish sat back. “A useless endeavor, then.”

“Not entirely. While they did not kill Garlon, he was no longer the force he once was. After that day, he commanded from far back, if he commanded at all. He spent much of his time unconscious and left most of the strategy to his colonels and commanders. We considered that attack a success.”

Keish finally took a drink of his tea. “When will the emperor return? Surely he must have heard about the freeing of Paserad – everyone in the world must have heard about that by now. He must know that you need him.”

“My father keeps in regular contact with the emperor through Post Patterns. Two months ago, the emperor sent my father word that he would be unavailable for some time. He is busy with something, something that surely will help us and hurt the diemthe. But if he has traveled somewhere remote, he may not have heard the news from the south. In the north, the rabets would try to keep such news secret.”

“I see.” Keish looked disappointed. “So we're at war with the north without either the emperor or the karyon.” He shook his head. “And you still believe we can win this war?”

Nizel smiled. “We are not entirely without resources, Minister. Besides, there are only a handful of diemthe here in the south. They will not live long against myself and my fellow lianthe. The empress and the powerful diemthe are far away in the north. We will free the south, I promise you.” Her voice rose only a little, but she put conviction behind it. Keish puffed up and beamed – if Mel hadn't known Nizel as she did, she might have believed her, too.

She wondered if Nizel was as confident as she sounded. She'd lost one of her lianthe friends during the fight on the coast. She'd seen that lianthe could die just as easily as diemthe – more easily, from what Mel had seen. The diemthe were well trained with plenty of soldiers to help them. The lianthe – Nizel and her friends, at least – were just kids. Kids who thought their practice back home could prepare them for a real fight.

They'd learn. They'd learn quickly, or they'd die. Mel wouldn't mind either way. She shouldn't think that way of the lianthe – they could be haunting helpful if they ever did anything, she was sure. But she'd yet to see any grand displays. Maybe the older lianthe could do such things – maybe they would do such things.

Until then, Mel didn't want to rely on them. She trusted actions, not words. Which was how she'd gained a diemthe friend and ally but hated the lianthe. The thought made her smirk.

It was a messed up world she lived in, but it the was better than one Nizel lived in. After all, Mel’s was real.


 

 

 

 

5

Things Learned

 

Banof sat back in his chair, absently drumming his fingers against the arm rest. He closed his eyes, trying to visualize the scene Riol had described. He hadn’t been overly concerned about Yeihel and Forkom, but he was beginning to worry now.

Whether or not they believed Mrenthet to be a defector was of little importance. She and her rabet were far away from them, and she could now turn traitor without fear. Banof was more worried by how little concern Yeihel and Forkom had displayed to Riol.

They were difficult and argumentative, but they weren’t fools. They knew the Twin Sun army had greater numbers and that the lianthe outnumbered them as well. The thirtieth’s encampment was fairly secure and would be difficult to besiege, but they couldn’t be depending on that alone.

They should have been desperate for Mrenthet’s help, whether or not they knew her to be a traitor. Even in keeping Riol around, they’d made it sound as if he were more useful in keeping watch over Mrenthet, rather than their enemies.

He scowled. Those two had something planned, something big. Something that wouldn’t just win them the battle in Sonon, but would also mean greater power and influence for them back in Daranvirmor. All diemthe were ambitious and power hungry, rabet commanders most of all. They were the ones willing to risk their lives for the possibility of advancement. He couldn’t imagine what Forkom and Yeihel might be plotting.

“You need to stop thinking so hard,” came Illera’s voice. He opened his eyes to see her leaning over him, smiling softly. “You were frowning so hard, it looked like you were going to hurt yourself.”

He smiled faintly despite his worries. “Riol just returned,” he said, nodding towards the side room, where Riol and Azeha were. “Yeihel and Forkom suspect Mrenthet, and they insisted she take her rabet and leave. They appear to be confident of victory regardless, even though they should be terrified.”

Illera sat down on the arm of the chair. He caught his breath. Lately, Illera had been keeping her distance from him. Now she was suddenly close, almost leaning against him. He wondered what had changed. “You think they’re planning something?”

“I know they are planning something, yet I cannot think what it might be.” He sighed and folded his hands in his lap. “How is Mareth?”

Illera blinked. “You’re actually worried about him?”

He glanced away. “He must be well, or you would not be here.” Illera would be devastated if anything happened to Mareth, and that was the only reason he asked. They couldn’t afford for her to be so inconsolable as to be useless.

“He’s fine. A bit battered and bruised, but that’s all. He was inspecting Lafren’s body when I left.” Illera made a face. “He seemed quite gleeful about it.”

That didn’t surprise him. Lafren had doubtless had many preiginds on his person. Some of them would be familiar to the lianthe, but not all. Mareth would be interested in learning the unfamiliar circles. “Was he the one to kill Lafren?” he asked. Riol had been unsure about who’d delivered the killing blow.

Illera shook her head. “No, a lianthe called Resol killed him.” She shrugged. “I don’t know Resol. He’s quiet, but he seems nice.”

He turned to better face her. “If you plan to defeat Nizel and be named heir, you should spend more time getting to know your fellow lianthe.”

She looked away. “It’s not that easy,” she said softly. “Most of them never even talk to me. Oh, they’ll be polite if we have to talk, but they don’t like me. They’re all like Nizel.” Her shoulders slumped, and her bottom lip jutted out a bit.

“It may not be dislike,” Banof said, staring at her lower lip. “They do not know you. They may also be nervous.”

Illera rolled her eyes. “Oh, be serious.”

“I am. It may seem strange to you, but they have never before met a lianthe they do not know. You are just as strange to them as they are to you. You should give them a chance.” She made a face, and he laughed. “Oh, some will not like you even still. But I think that many will come around. You are a wonderful person.”

Her cheeks turned pale indigo. “You don’t mean that,” she said, staring at him intently.

“I do,” he said. Perhaps it was unconscious, but Illera was leaning closer to him. He sat up a bit straighter, bringing his face just a few centimeters away from hers. “Even if they too foolish to see it, you must be friendly with them regardless. You have thrown yourself into politics. Now you must do things properly.”

“I don’t know the first thing about politics,” she said, leaning even closer. He could feel her breath against his face.

“Be yourself. That should be sufficient to convince every lianthe, save those who strongly support Nizel. Given time, they will appreciate how amazing you are.” He paused, leaning even closer to her. He reached out and placed a hand on top of hers, tracing a finger along it. He could feel her calluses, her strength. “As I have learned.” Then he crossed the last few centimeters between them, pressing his lips against hers.

She was still against him for a moment, and he wondered if he’d miscalculated. Then she shifted, turning more towards him and leaning into the kiss, deepening it. He smiled against her mouth. He took his hand off hers and brought it up to her neck, pressing her closer to him. Illera laughed suddenly, pulling back. She only drew back a short distance though, making no motion to slip away from him.

“I knew you’d be much more passionate than Chirim,” she said, smiling.

He raised an eyebrow. “Have you been comparing the two of us?” That might explain a great deal of her recent behavior.

“Maybe,” she said, still grinning. “You came out on top, though.” She sighed then, the smile falling from her face. “There’s a million reasons why we shouldn’t be together. Well, mostly one reason, but it’s a big one.” He nodded. She shifted closer to him, laying a hand on his upper arm. “That’s why I decided I should be with Chirim. He’s nice to me, he likes humans, and he even makes deals with diemthe.” Banof made a mental note to ask more about that later. “If I hadn’t met you, I don’t think I’d have a problem with Chirim. He’s a great guy. But every time I thought about why I liked him, I kept thinking about the ways that you were better.”

“I am amazing,” he said, smirking slightly.

She hit him lightly. “You’re horrible.” She was smiling again though. “We’re crazy to think this will work.”

“Then let us be crazy.” He pulled her down into another kiss.

After a few minutes, Illera said, “Do you mind that I mentioned Chirim? I mean, I don’t just like you because I haven’t got any other options. If you know what I mean.”

“I never thought you were desperate,” he said. He had thought she’d prefer a lianthe to him. He still wasn’t sure that the reason she’d chosen him was because he was the one she liked best or because most of the lianthe were of no interest to her. She wanted him to think it was the former, which was also what he wanted. He told himself not to worry about it so much.

Illera ran a hand through his hair. “What about you?” she asked. “You should be with a diemthe.”

“Until recently, there have been very few diemthe I would consider friends,” Banof said. “Except for Mrenthet, I dislike female diemthe.”

“That can’t be right.”

“Other than Mrenthet, I barely paid attention to other diemthe. I called Lirson my closest friend, and he was. You know how far apart we were.”

Illera stayed silent for a moment. She shifted closer, and a moment later perched in his lap. Banof’s hand found her waist without thought, holding her in place. “That sounds lonely. I thought I had it bad in Wallen, but at least there, people only left me because they died. I can’t be close to humans the way I want. It’s too painful. It seems I can’t be with a lianthe, either. Maybe it isn’t a bad thing that we’re attracted to one another.”

He had no choice but to kiss her again at that. She bit softly at his lip, and he thought I love you. The thought took him by surprise. He knew he liked Illera and was attracted to her, but he’d never thought about love before. Then he pushed the thought aside and concentrated on the feeling of her mouth against his.

A sharp whistle sounded abruptly, and Illera and Banof jerked apart. They turned to see Azeha and Riol standing a short distance away. Riol was fidgeting and looking away, but Azeha was smirking. “No need to stop,” Azeha said.

Banof glared at him. Illera pulled herself out of his lap, her whole face flushed indigo. He immediately missed having her against him. “Did you need something?” he asked sharply.

Riol held up his hands, his eyes still averted. “I should be leaving. If I stay away too long, Yeihel and Forkom will get suspicious. Oh, Illera. A northerner called Iwen v'Leanmarei will hopefully find you soon, if he has not already. Please speak to him for me.” He hurried out of the blue room, pulling the shadows up around him as he stepped out the door.

Azeha, still grinning, flopped down on the couch. “You may now continue.” He waved them together and made a kissing face.

Banof glared harder. Illera adjusted her jacket even though it wasn’t out of place. “Don’t you have something else you should be doing?” she asked pointedly.

“Not really,” Azeha said with a pout. “I cannot help Riol – the other diemthe believe me dead. And I cannot join the fight, since I must remain hidden.”

“You could help Banof figure out what Yeihel and Forkom are planning,” Illera said.

Azeha groaned, wrinkling his nose. “Ugh, strategy. I am no rabet commander.” He sat up suddenly, brightening. “I know! Illera, let me return to Sonon with you! I can be your bodyguard!”

Illera made a choked sound. “Um, you can’t fight, remember? You’re diemthe. You’d stick out.”

“I will stick to the shadows,” Azeha said. “No one will ever see me. And Banof can use that disguise circle of his to make me look human.”

Banof and Illera shared a look. It wasn’t completely a bad idea. Back in his proper mind and left with nothing to do, Azeha wouldn’t take well to confinement. Banof worried he might get into trouble if he stayed bored. Though Illera was surrounded by lianthe and humans, another bodyguard couldn’t hurt. If Azeha stayed disguised as a human, he wouldn’t even have to hide the entire time.

“You think it’s a good idea?” Illera asked.

He nodded. “Since he is willing. Come here, Azeha.” He held out his hands and placed them on Azeha. “Jarenir Mitherek,” he said, Change Appearance. Azeha’s features shifted, and a moment later he appeared to be a Twin Sun human.

Azeha studied himself for a moment. Then he nodded in approval. “Shall we leave for Sonon now, Illera?”

Illera glanced briefly at Banof, and he felt a brief surge of satisfaction. She didn’t want to leave while he was still here. “You will be missed soon,” he said softly.

“I guess so,” Illera said. “I’ll be back soon.”

He reached out and took her hand, clasping it briefly. “I hope so.” She flushed once more before leaving with Azeha. He watched the door for a moment after they left. He was alone now in Paserad.

Then he had to sigh at himself. He’d been alone most of his life. He’d see Illera and the others soon enough. In the meantime, he had to figure out why Yeihel and Forkom were so confident. If he didn’t work it out soon, many people would die.

* * *

Azeha was still laughing at Illera when they reached Lunway. She did her best to ignore him – it wasn't hard, when she had wonderful kisses to think about. She touched her lips, and if she closed her eyes she could still feel Banof's mouth on hers. It'd been well over a century since Illera had seriously kissed anyone and while her memory may have faded, but she still thought Banof kissed better than anyone else in her life. She couldn't wait to go back to Paserad for some more.

She walked towards the Tilat, but a Twin Sun soldier stopped her before she reached it. “Illera, there is a northerner wanting to speak with you,” the man said, looking nervous. He glanced briefly at Azeha before looking away, dismissing him. Illera silently thanked Banof again for his disguise circle.

“I thought all the support troops were already in Bilthan,” Illera said with a frown.

“He isn't a support troop,” the Twin Sunner said. “He's a soldier.”

Illera stiffened. “Where?” she asked softly. The soldier led her through the streets of Lunway, towards the oceanfront. As they walked, the locals stared at her, whispering amongst themselves. Illera smiled at them and waved as she walked. She still didn't care for stares, but she'd gotten used to them. It was hard to imagine that her mere presence could bring comfort and cheer to people. So she accepted it and did her best to be worthy of it. She'd show the lianthe that, whatever other failings she had, she was better with humans than Nizel was.

She saw the northerner before the Twin Sun soldier had to point him out. He sat on a bench along the beach with more Twin Sun soldiers casually watching him from nearby. He had pale skin and short brown hair, and he carried his sword in a way that made Illera believe he knew how to use it. She nodded her thanks to the Twin Sun soldier and approached him slowly.

He stood, openly studying her. “Illera Brahkson Yaroned?” He enunciated her name carefully, as if uncertain that he had it right.

“Yes.” She sat down on the bench, Azeha hovering a short distance away. “Who are you?”

“Iwen v'Leanmarei.” He held out his right palm. She stared at him, not knowing what he expected, and he lowered his hand after a moment. “As of a few days ago, I found myself called to reserve duty. I was sent to the south under the command of a diemthe called Lafren. I have been in Sonon the past few days with other reserve troops. Your name was mentioned to me under... unusual circumstances.”

She folded her hands on her lap and considered him. Riol had mentioned this man to her but hadn't said why. Perhaps Iwen was helping the rabet soldiers slip away from the encampment. “If you are looking for refuge in the south, you didn't need to speak with me first. We are happy to shelter anyone fleeing from the rabets. We may have to monitor you for a time, since you were a soldier, but you and your family will be safe in Bilthan.”

Iwen shook his head. “I would love to defect to the south, but I have other concerns.” He sat down, though his leg twitched as if he had trouble sitting still. “I command the Leanmarei army, and I am part of the Leanmarei resistance,” he said quickly and quietly, glancing around. No one was close enough to hear, not even Azeha.

“I see.” No wonder Riol had singled him out. This man would be priceless once they took the fight to the north. “I'm sorry, but we can do little to help the north at this time. We hope to soon, but we must first secure the south.”

“No,” Iwen shook his head. “That is not why I wished to speak with you.” He paused, biting his lip. “Please forgive the question but... Do you know Riol?”

Illera nearly jumped. She'd assumed Riol had watched Iwen from the shadows. She hadn't thought Riol would have introduced himself to Iwen. “I do,” she said. She glanced around, but Azeha still wasn’t close enough to hear. “He is a friend.”

Iwen nearly fell off the bench. “He is? Then... he was telling the truth?” He shook his head. “Are you sure?”

“I am very sure.” Illera smiled. “He can be odd at times, but he is a friend and ally. You can trust him.”

“If you say so.” Iwen stood up, not looking at her. “Thank you for your time. I will consider your words. Many soldiers from the rabets and the reserve troops may come south. Please be merciful with them.” He nodded to her and hurried off, back into the city. Illera watched him leave.

“Do you know what that's all about?” she asked Azeha.

He snorted. “We have better things to speak of than humans.”

“Of course, you do. Well, we should head back to the Tilat.” She stood and led the way. As she walked through town, she wondered what Riol had planned with Iwen. She didn't think it'd be anything that would harm the human. Maybe Banof knew. She'd ask him when she saw him again. She smiled suddenly, thinking about what Azeha had said. She and Banof had better things to talk about than humans, too. She'd have to make sure they didn't get too distracted from the war. Kisses were lovely, but they had other concerns that, sadly, were more important.

When she reached the Tilat, she left Azeha behind in her room and found Chirim. She needed to find some diplomatic way to let him know she was no longer interested in him. Before she could, Chirim grinned broadly at her. “Illera, I thought of something you should know. Come.” He took her hand and walked her out of the Tilat. She sighed silently; she'd have to wait a bit longer before she could tell him.

He led her the short distance from the Tilat to the Elementalist Guild. Illera followed Chirim inside, looking around. This was the fifth Elementalist Guild she’d visited: Giram City, Relerio, Paserad, Bilthan, and now Lunway. Even though the architecture was Sononan, there was a sameness to the layout of the guild that made it feel familiar. She expected Chirim to take her to the Travel Pattern or perhaps the library, but he led her to a large, adjoining building with plain hallways and rooms.

“What is this?” Illera asked, looking around. Preiginds dotted the walls and floors, but they weren’t wards. A large, wooden table sat in the center of the room, with a stack of vellum on one corner. Beside the stack of vellum stood a box with nine pens, in the nine elemental colors. There was also a ruler, a protractor, and a compass.

Chirim spread his arms out. “This room is used to make preiginds. One of the masters gave me permission to borrow it for the afternoon. Have you ever been inside a preigind mill before?” He grinned, his cheek dimpling. “Or do you not want to learn to make preiginds?”

Illera quickly sat down at the table. “Oh, yes, please.” Maybe only the weak and powerless, like Teg, worked in preigind mills, but Illera wanted to see anyway. She picked up a piece of vellum, running her fingers down it carefully. “Why don’t we use regular paper?” she asked. She’d never seen preiginds made of normal paper. “Is it too weak?”

“That is part of it,” Chirim said, sitting across from her. “Also, paper is white. You cannot make Light circles on a white background!” he laughed.

Illera laughed too, but wondered if that was a joke. She pulled the box of pens closer. “What circle shall I make?”

“One that is familiar to you, I think. That will be easier for your first time.” Chirim tilted his head to the side. “Perhaps a circle you do not already have a preigind for?”

She stared down at the box of pens, mentally reviewing the circles she knew. She had to pick a human circle – Wenos, with Chirim translating, had taught her one nuthe healing circle, but they’d given her a preigind for it already. Thanks for Nizel, she had the conception circle, too. The other nuthe circles she wasn’t supposed to know. She should pick one useful for fighting, but she hesitated over an offensive circle. According to Banof, the karyon wouldn’t likely make her preiginds more powerful, only circles she made herself. Perhaps she should pick a defensive circle.

“Stone Armor,” she said at last, remembering how she practiced it with Teg in Paserad. It was the strongest defensive circle she knew, and she didn’t have a preigind for it. She picked up the brown pen for Earth. “Do I have to do anything special before I start drawing?” When she’d been hiding in Giram City, Perry had begun to teach her about setting Travel Patterns. Five Elementalists were needed to set the resonite and make a Travel Pattern, since a Travel Pattern used all nine elements; humans couldn’t circle with more than two elements at a time.

“No preparation is needed in this place.” Chirim pointed to one of the preiginds on the wall. “This room is set up for making preiginds. They can be made other places, but it is easier here.”

Nodding, Illera remembered Banof making preiginds for her in Paserad. He’d muttered under his breath the entire time, and he stuck other preiginds on the wall near him before he started. “So I just draw, and it’ll work?”

Chirim handed her the ruler, the protractor, and the compass. “Say the incantation as you work. You will need to repeat it eight times as you draw the pattern. Then, say the incantation a ninth time as you write that on the bottom. I asked a master here, and he said that was the best way to do it. Obviously, nuthe circles work differently, since we do not have incantations. We just say the name of the circle as we draw. Make sure you draw the pattern correctly.”

That sounded easy enough. Illera took a deep breath and attached the brown pen to the slot for it in the compass. She said softly,

  “Stone to guard,

  “Earth to shield.

  “Hold me tight,

  “Keep me safe.

“Stone Armor.” A faint brown shimmer appeared where the pen touched the piece of vellum but none appeared on her skin – apparently, by making a preigind, she hadn’t actually used the circle. That was probably good, she thought, if one was making offensive preiginds.

She drew slowly, holding the compass tightly. The brown line on the vellum glowed faintly. She had to wait a few moments for the outer circle of the picture to dry before she exchanged the compass for the ruler and the protractor and continued to draw. As she worked, she wished she had a picture of Stone Armor to check. She knew the pattern well enough, but something about putting it to vellum made her less confident. She kept wondering if her lines were the right distance apart. After repeating the incantation again and again, it all sounded like nonsense, and she had to be careful to say it correctly.

After maybe thirty minutes, the picture was complete. Illera recited the incantation again, and the picture glowed brightly for a moment. Then it was merely brown ink on creamy vellum. She wrote the incantation out below the picture then recited for the ninth time. The preigind shone once more.

Illera put down the pen and sat back. “Did it work?”

“You tell me,” Chirim said, looking amused.

She picked up the preigind, holding it tightly between her thumb and first two fingers. “Stone Armor.” The preigind glowed, and her skin shimmered brown. Illera pulled out her knife and touched it carefully to her wrist. It didn’t break the skin. Laughing, she said, “It did it!”

Chirim shook his head. “You need to stop doubting yourself. Besides, making preiginds is easy and takes little power. Anyone can do it if they draw carefully.”

Illera waved the preigind at him. “Don’t mock my success,” she said. “Aren’t you supposed to be making me more confident, so that I’ll beat Nizel?”

“I am making you more confident, and competent,” Chirim said. He grinned. “I will make you the better candidate for heir. Sirilkiv means empress and sirvek means heir.”

“Wenos isn’t here,” Illera said. “Should we be going over new words?”

Chirim waved a hand. “Wenos knows those words. Repeat them now: sirvek is heir, sirilkiv is emperor.”

“Sirvek is heir, and sirilkiv is emperor.” She blinked, frowning. “Didn’t you say empress the first time?”

“We use the same word for both,” Chirim said. “The human language has many words denoting gender, but nuthe has almost none. We notice gender very little.”

Illera put her head in her hand, thinking about that. “Is that why it’s so hard to tell which lianthe are male and which are female?” She still had trouble telling them apart sometimes.

Chirim laughed. “It is not that hard, is it?” She nodded, and he laughed again. “We like a certain similarity in our looks, unlike humans who have more distinct genders. And most lianthe do dress the same, so I guess I should not mock you for not being able to tell. One day, you will know what to look for.” He pushed another piece of vellum at her. “Come. Make another preigind. There must be other circles you wish to have preiginds for.”

She could think of many, but for now she’d stick to defensive circles. She smiled and reached for the orange pen. At least as long as she was busy making preiginds, she didn't have to wonder how to have a relationship conversation with Chirim. Eventually, they needed to have that conversation, but Illera was happy to avoid it for now.

* * *

Riol slipped through the quiet streets of North Paserad. He had never been in North Paserad before, save for the thirty-first’s old encampment, and he already didn’t like it. It was too quiet.

The sun hovered low and pale in the sky, drifting past afternoon. At this time of day, plenty of people should still be about, coming home from the day’s work, buying at the markets, having dinner at a restaurant, just talking with friends. Instead, Riol saw only a few people on the streets. They walked quickly, staring at everything they passed, making little noise. Plenty of Twin Sun soldiers stood about too, smiling and offering greetings. Sometimes the locals tried to smile back, but not for long.

It had been less than a month since the defeat of the thirty-first and the liberation of North Paserad. For one hundred years, the people of this city had been cut off from the rest of the world, watched closer than any others. While they were a paler brown than other Twin Sunners (a quirk of regional breeding or because they had intermarried with others, Riol didn’t know), they couldn’t be mistaken for other ethnicities. They couldn’t travel south; the Twin Sunners wouldn’t let them because they couldn’t trust these people. Neither could they leave for anywhere else. The thirty-first didn’t allow it.

Eventually, Riol thought they would learn to live without fear. Yesterday, he listened from the shadows when Katlen talked about how the people of North Paserad played music in the evenings and shopped late in the day and sometimes asked questions of the Twin Sun soldiers. Such little things, yet such huge steps for these people.

Katlen wanted to help these people. She talked about it all the time. Riol thought she had already worked wonders in the short time she’d had, but she clearly wasn’t satisfied with her progress. Typical human, wanting too much too quickly. Perhaps it was foolish of her, but Riol couldn’t hold it against Katlen. He could hold nothing against her, considering the depth of his debt to her.

Warehouses filled a street not far from the harbor. They had been raided by now, most of the doors still hanging open. The thirty-first’s encampment was big, but not big enough to hold all that rabet’s supplies, weapons, and food. One of the first things that the Twin Sun army did after liberating the city was search through warehouses, claiming everything useful. Much had already been distributed among the people of North Paserad. “They’ve never had a feast before,” Katlen said. “They deserve to eat until they’re stuffed.” The weapons from the warehouses didn’t go to the people of North Paserad. However much Nikilaus and Katlen and the other Twin Sunners wanted to trust these people, they couldn’t. Not fully, not yet. North Paserad had too long and too thoroughly been under rabet control. People could do strange things when their lives suddenly changed, even if the changes were for the better.

These warehouses didn’t interest Riol. Neither did the store rooms in the encampment itself. The Twin Sun soldiers didn’t need help with any of that. Instead, Riol hoped to find something else.

It should be near here. He had seen papers in Daranvirmor that showed the layout of every rabet encampment, along with the area around the encampments. The thirty-first’s had always stuck in his mind, since it was the only encampment inside a city. Last time he visited Daranvirmor, he should have checked those maps, but he hadn’t. He was here today in part to keep busy, but he didn’t have so much time that he could afford hours studying maps in Daranvirmor. Especially when someone might ask him why those maps interested him.

The first few warehouses contained nothing of interest. Riol stepped heavily on the floors, feeling for anything out of place near the side. It would be well hidden. Kazrun had been nothing if not thorough. He shook his head and continued on, refusing to give up.

There wasn’t much he could do to help the people of North Paserad. There wasn’t much he could do to make up for almost killing Katlen. This was all he had, so it would have to suffice.

Finally, at the eighth warehouse, he heard a strange creak as he paced across one of the smaller, side rooms. “Finally,” he muttered and knelt down. Rapping his knuckles against the wooden floorboards produced the sound again, softer but clearer.

He chopped through the wood with his knife. There was probably an easier way in, but Riol was impatient. Simpler to tear it apart than figure out how it worked.

With most of the boards pulled away, Riol could see the outline of the trap door. The latch was in the corner. He ripped up more wood then tugged open the latch. Darkness lurked beyond.

Riol leaned down into the basement, a torch preigind in hand. As he moved it across, the light showed him box after box of goods. Food, armor, weapons, preiginds, even a small box of resonite.

With a grin, he got to his feet. Whatever else her issues, Kazrun planned for the worst. She didn’t need this anymore, so the people of Paserad could have the food while the southern army took the rest of it.

Outside the warehouse, he pulled out a different preigind. When he dropped it, it began to spark loudly. Southerner soldiers would come here soon to investigate. Maybe they’d wonder who found the caste of supplies, but Riol didn’t care.

For the moment, he didn’t have to feel so guilty about what he almost did to Katlen. That made today a success.


 

 

 

 

6

Clan Conflicts

 

The last thing Illera wanted to see was more desert. When she first reached Bilthan, it fascinated her. The trip from Bilthan to Lunway, she fell a little bit in love with it. There was a beauty to the desert: harsh and small, but there nonetheless. It was in the rocks and dunes and cracked earth and small plants.

The desert fired her imagination. She didn’t know how anyone could live here. She invited Vawrence to sit with her on her air barge, ignoring Chirim’s nuthe lessons in favor of learning how the Sononans survived. Vawrence spun tales of traveling from one oasis to another, of striving to bring crops from the dry ground, of fighting other clans for sheep and goats, of colorful festivals that lasted days on end. Sometimes Illera closed her eyes and fancied herself a Sononan warrior.

After Lunway, the desert lost most of its lure. Now it made her tired. One piece looked much like the last. Vawrence rode in a different air barge now, and Illera continued her nuthe lessons with Chirim and Wenos.

She missed Paserad. She missed seeing colors other than yellow and brown. She missed Wallen. She always missed Wallen.

They had another day at least before they reached Jorn. Illera sighed, wishing they could have gotten there via Travel Pattern. Rabet soldiers could be lurking in between the cities, so Mareth didn’t want to jump from one place to another. Every small town or oasis they passed, he left a few Twin Sun soldiers behind to help the Sononan clan warriors.

The rabets didn’t know the desert as well as the Sononans, but it was such a vast, empty space, it was easy to move around and miss a town or even an army. Mareth didn’t want any rabet soldiers sneaking up on them from behind.
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